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A primary goal of Race to the Top was to increase states’ capacities to help 
school districts have a common means of evaluating teachers and school principals.  With 
funding, states developed a rubric that could be used by districts to evaluate and improve 
teacher practice.  As a result of this change to state systems, research has also begun to 
focus on the knowledge and practice of school principals who use state evaluation 
systems that were created.  This study examined the professional development 
experiences of school principals in three school districts across a central region in the 
state of Colorado for the purpose of determining if variation existed in how principals 
were trained to use the current state evaluation system.  One district employed a trained 
trainer who had completed a program that enabled them to teach evaluators to use the 
Colorado State Model Evaluation System but the other two districts did not have a person 
with the same training.  Through the use of a qualitative study design, 19 school 
principals were interviewed and an analysis of the principals’ experiences was completed.  
Evidence from the research suggested those principals who evaluated in the district with 
the trained trainer had stronger professional development on how to evaluate than the 
principals without a person with the evaluative training experience.  Implications for 
future research included a need for further understanding of how district level personnel 
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are trained to guide their school leadership to evaluate.  An additional need was also 
generated to understand how school principals interpreted the standards within the 
evaluation rubric and how closely those interpretations aligned to one another within and 
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 From the 1870s to the 1940s, America’s educational system evolved from small 
town schoolhouse settings into industrialized, urbanized cities (Kafka, 2009, p. 324).  
With this evolution came the need to have organized school districts serving more than 
15,000,000 enrolled in public schools (Kafka, 2009, p. 324).  As districts and schools 
grew, so did the need for governing bodies.  Leadership in districts came in the form of 
school boards, superintendents, and principals who oversaw the decision making.  
Leadership, especially principals, is one element in education that has remained a 
constant since the organization of schooling in its present form.  According to Brown 
(2009) and Kafka (2009), the role of school principal has varied to meet the changes of 
the nation’s educational focus--sometimes functioning as a manager, sometimes as an 
instructional leader, and sometimes as a community leader.  Regardless of focus, the 
position of principal has remained. 
 As the nation's educational direction continues to evolve, so too does the primary 
focus of principals and the work they do.  Many principals today are working to meet the 
demands of current policy changes driven by federal legislation.  Currently, Race to the 
Top (RTTT, n.d.) legislation has affected principal work by driving states to create 
common teacher evaluation measures, improve upon educational content standards, and 
report on student data.  Race to the Top legislation requires states who receive funding to 
“design and implement rigorous, transparent, and fair evaluation systems for teachers and 
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principals that (a) differentiate effectiveness using multiple rating categories that take 
into account data on student growth (as defined in this notice) as a significant factor” (p. 
9).  Colorado (Colorado Department of Education [CDE], 2011) applied for and 
received funding from RTTT in a secondary round; in doing so, the state agreed to 
change the teacher evaluation process.  The new evaluation structure met the criteria 
defined within RTTT by including a multi-categorical rubric and a requirement that 50% 
of a teacher’s rating be based on student testing data (Colorado Senate, 2010).  The shift 
in evaluation not only changed how educators were evaluated but also increased the 
accountability of teachers to show growth in student learning.  Colorado’s (CDE, 2015b) 
shift to a student-driven model for teacher evaluation has impacted the work of both 
teachers and principals.  A progress report of the educator evaluation system generated 
by CDE (2015b) found: 
Nearly 80 percent of principals and 60 percent of teachers say that the model 
system is influencing their practice. Approximately 70 percent of principals and 
about half of teachers say that the new system provides actionable feedback and is 
useful in making instructional decisions. (p. 10) 
With nearly 80% of principals changing their practice as a result of the educator 
evaluation process, it is important to know what kinds of changes are occurring and 
how principals are being supported through implementation of Colorado’s new 
evaluation model.  
 Professional development of school leaders in the use of teacher evaluation 
systems is necessary and required within the implementation of the educator 
effectiveness model (CDE, 2013b).  The User’s Guide: Colorado State Model 
3 
 
Evaluation System (CDE, 2013a) states, “Before the opening of school, every educator 
subject to the Colorado State Model Evaluation System must have been trained by a CDE 
approved training program” (p. 18).  Training is intended to improve the use of the 
Colorado State Model Evaluation System (CSMES; CDE, 2013a).  Even with 
professional development required for principals, a recent study by the CDE (2015b) 
noted challenges still remain within the system. Principals who worked with the 
CMES during the first three years of its use identified four significant challenges to 
implementing this evaluation system: the time required to manage a comprehensive 
evaluation for each teacher, the validity of the measurements, the reliability of the 
system, and measuring all teachers with consistency and equitability on the same 
system (CDE, 2015b).  
 To effectively complete a teacher evaluation using Colorado’s educator 
effectiveness rubric, principals must evaluate teacher practice and student test scores to 
determine a teacher’s proficiency rating (CDE, 2013b).  According to the CDE (2014), 
“Educators will earn a professional practice score based on the rubric and a measures of 
student learning score based on multiple measures” (p. 1).  The scores are then combined 
to determine a rating of ineffective, partially effective, effective or highly effective (CDE, 
2014).  Principals must complete the cycle of evaluation “no later than three weeks 
prior to the end of the evaluation cycle” (CDE, 2015a, p. 17).  To do the work well, 
states must develop ways to give principals “the skills, knowledge and support” needed 
to improve instruction (Shelton, 2009, p. 4). According to the CDE (2015a), resources 
are provided to do just this; available is a resource guide to deepen the understanding 
of teacher practice and resources that can help build inter-rater agreement so district 
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leaders can be consistent when evaluating teachers.  Although such resources are 
available, there is no evidence of work that directly determines what training 
principals have had and what is needed for principal professional development in order 
to bring consistency among principals throughout the state of Colorado.  This study 
was designed to determine what kinds of differences existed on the CSMES for district 
principals who were not part of a district that had participated in a pilot study. 
The Research Problem 
 As the state of Colorado transitioned to the CSMES, the CDE (2013c) is training 
district leaders to utilize the system.  During the 2012-2013 school year, 161 of 178 
districts throughout the state of Colorado implemented the CSMES.  With such a great 
number of districts transitioning to a new system, it was realistic to expect some variation 
in the training principals received but a problem might arise in how much variation 
actually existed.  Pearson Education Inc. (2012) stated data from educator effectiveness 
rubrics must be valid and reliable.  The validity, reliability, and consistency of the scores 
are essential to teachers who are being evaluated as well as the parents, district officials, 
and boards of education who rely upon that data to make educated decisions about their 
school district (Pearson Education Inc., 2012).  Pearson Education Inc. noted that 
“observations must be conducted carefully, with trained evaluators using valid rubrics 
and formal observation protocols” (p. 7).  For the purpose of this study, a focus was on 
what Pearson Education Inc. referred to as “trained evaluators” (p. 7).  In Colorado, the 
evaluation cycle requires evaluators to be trained to use the educator effectiveness rubric, 
but the details of the training for those leaders who have not been trained by CDE remain 
unknown.  For the purpose of this study, the researcher sought out non-pilot district 
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principals to determine how much and what type of training had occurred on the use of 
the educator effectiveness rubric, if principals believed they needed additional training, 
and, if so, what kind.  The results of the interviews were compared across districts to 
determine if variation existed and how the experiences contributed to a more in-depth 
understanding of what was still needed to better educate principals in the use of the 
educator effectiveness rubric.  This specific focus was chosen because it addressed 
priority two of the goals identified by the CDE (2015b) in their recent publication, 
Starting the Journey.  Within the text, the CDE (2015b) stated its priorities:  
1. Validating the rubrics and studying the use of measures of student learning. 
2. Ensuring more consistent evaluations. 
3. Helping reduce the time burden. 
4. Evaluating specialized teachers. (p. 6) 
To ensure consistency among teacher evaluations, there must be common understandings 
and interpretations of the rubric (CDE, 2015b, p. 18).  By seeking to understand how 
principals have learned about and use evaluation tools, one might be able to determine if 
gaps exist in the training and what training might still be needed. 
Prior Studies 
 Research from prior studies showed a principal's knowledge about instruction 
helps teachers improve their practice and can improve student achievement (Bottoms & 
Schmidt-Davis, 2010; Leithwood, 1994).  However, as Fink and Silverman (2014) found, 
districts lack a clear focus on what principals need to do to improve teacher practice 
through the process of evaluation.  As a result, research by Prothero (2015) indicated of 
the money allotted to districts for professional development of staff, only 9% of the funds 
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are used for principals.  In two studies by Salazar (2007) and Keith (2011) found 
principals identified instructional leadership as a primary area of need for professional 
development.  Principals requested information on how to continually improve 
instruction, information on coaching teachers, and clear identifying factors of good 
instruction (Keith, 2011; Salazar, 2007).  In a national study conducted by the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office (U.S. GAO; 2013), findings supported the 
conclusions of Salazar (2007) and Keith (2011).  The study looked at all states that had 
received RTTT funds and evaluated their progress.  The research found concerns among 
state officials in the ability to ensure “principals assessed teacher professional practice 
consistently” and the concern that “some principals may not be appropriately identifying 
teachers who were ineffective and rating them accordingly” (U.S. GAO, 2013, p. 17).  
Both state and national studies raised concerns surrounding principal preparedness to 
evaluate consistently (Boser, 2012; Colorado Education Initiative, 2015; U.S. GAO, 
2013). 
 After determining principals’ needs, research went one step further in identifying 
the best methodology to deliver the desired information to principals who bring a range 
of expertise with them.  Among the top four methods of delivery, Spanneut, Tobin, and 
Ayers (2012) found school leaders prefer workshops, small group work, coaching, and 
state or national conferences.  The National Conference of State Legislatures (2014) 
determined states must have systems in place to provide school leaders with the 
knowledge necessary to improve schools for all students.  National policies are driving 
changes in educator evaluation and through those changes they are inevitably affecting 
principal practice (Donaldson & Papay, 2014).  As a result, states are working to offer 
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school leaders the information they need to utilize evaluative tools through the 
development of resources such as guides for rubric use and instructional videos (CDE, 
2015a).  Yet, more research must be done because questions remain about the 
preparedness of today’s principals to be successful with the new federal initiatives (Keith, 
2011).  
Significance of the Study 
 This study contributed to the research on educator evaluation and it also offered 
state and local agencies information for the continued training of principals for the 
effective use of the new educator evaluation tools.  An analysis of the research showed 
that through the continued improvement of America’s school principals, a substantial 
difference could be made in the U.S. educational system.  However, not just any training 
would do; principals preferred mentoring programs and workshops were the best way to 
receive professional development (Spanneut et al., 2012).  Principals preferred 
individualized methods of training because they came with a variety of experiences--from 
those who were new to the field to those who had upwards of 30 years of experience 
(Spanneut et al., 2012).  As principals gained experience, they began to change 
(Dall’Alba & Sandberg, 2006; Hausman, Crow, & Sperry, 2000).  They acquired skills 
that positively affected how they made decisions and worked to improve their school 
(Hausman et al., 2000).  The need for this study existed because there was little research 
on professional development of principals.  Research in the state of Colorado is only in 






 The purpose of this research was driven by the founding notion that “America’s 
future depends on its teachers” (Obama, 2009, p. 1).  Creating and investing in a means to 
help educators develop a strong skillset that will enhance student learning and 
achievement is a logical initiative to support.  However, according to research by Keith 
(2011), creating professional development that meets the needs of all principals and the 
requirements of current policy is difficult.  States and districts must recognize that 
principals have professional development needs and they must grant the time and funding 
necessary to create a strong educator effectiveness system that will lead the kind of 
change the nation would like to see (Derrington, 2011; Eller, 2010; Lashway, 2000; 
Spanneut et al., 2012).  Further study could determine how principals have been trained 
on the CSMES, what variation might exist in current systems, and if adjustments are 
necessary to raise effectiveness. 
Research Question 
 Today, national policies are driving change in educator evaluation—change that 
has trickled down to state legislation, into local school districts, and into teacher 
classrooms (Donaldson, 2011).  Change is neither easy nor fast but through capacity 
building and empowerment, large and small school districts should be able to create 
processes where change occurs from within (Wagner & Kegan, 2006).  Change is not 
something that happens to teachers and leaders but with them as an integral part of the 
process (Wagner & Kegan, 2006).  With changes to the evaluation process in the state of 
Colorado, the following research question guided this study:  
Q1  What variations exist in the professional development on the Colorado 
State Model Evaluation System for evaluators in one district that employs 
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a trainer certified by the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) and 
evaluators in other districts that do not employ a CDE approved trainer? 
 
Key Terms and Definitions 
Evaluate.  If you evaluate something or someone, you consider them in order to make a 
judgment about them, i.e., how good or bad they are (Stronge, 2013). 
Colorado model evaluation system.  The fair, equitable, and valid educator evaluation 
system provided by the CDE (2013c) for Colorado’s school districts to enable 
them to meet the requirements of S.B. 10-191. 
Formal observations.  Generally structured around an observation instrument or 
protocol that helps evaluators measure teachers’ performance by translating 
observed practice on specific standards into detailed descriptors within a rubric 
(Donaldson & Papay, 2014). 
Highly effective principal.  Means a principal whose students, overall and from each 
sub-group, achieve high rates (e.g., one and one-half grade levels in an academic 
year) of student growth (as defined in the RTTT application).  States, local 
education agencies (LEAs), or schools must include multiple measures provided 
that principal effectiveness is evaluated in significant part by student growth (as 
defined in the RTTT application).  Supplemental measures might include high 
school graduation rates and college enrollment rates; evidence of providing 
supportive teaching and learning conditions, strong instructional leadership, 
positive family and community engagement; or evidence of attracting, 
developing, and retaining high numbers of effective teachers (U.S. Department of 
Education [USDOE], 2009).  
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Highly effective teacher.  Race to the Top legislation defines a highly effective teacher 
as a teacher whose students achieve high rates (e.g., one and one-half grade levels 
in an academic year) of student growth.  States, LEAs, or schools must include 
multiple measures provided that teacher effectiveness is evaluated in significant 
part by student growth (USDOE, 2009).  Supplemental measures might include 
multiple observation- based assessments of teacher performance or evidence of 
leadership roles (which might include mentoring or leading professional learning 
communities) that increase the effectiveness of other teachers in the school or 
LEA. 
Professional development.  Formal courses and programs in professional education and 
formal and informal development of professional skills that occurs in the work-
place (Dall’Alba & Sandberg, 2006). 
Qualifying evaluation system.  Evaluative systems that meet the criteria described in  
(D)(2)(ii): rigorous, transparent, and fair evaluation systems for teachers and 
principals that: (a) differentiate effectiveness using multiple rating categories that 
take into account data on student growth as a significant factor, and (b) are 
designed and developed with teachers and principal involvement. (North Carolina 
Public Schools, 2013, p. 1) 
Standards-based evaluation.  A demanding system that sets clear instructional 
standards outlined by levels on a comprehensive rubric (Papay, 2012).  
Teacher evaluation.  First, documenting the quality of teacher performance; then, its focus 
shifts to helping teachers improve their performance as well as holding them 




 This chapter gave an overview of key literature connected to current educator 
evaluation policies, to the roles of principals in today’s schools, and to the professional 
development of school leaders.  Notably, few studies on the professional development of 
principals exist, especially current research on the professional development of principals 
and their skills with teacher evaluation.  The chapter also provided an overview of the 
research problem, the research question, the significance of the study, and definitions of 
key terms.  The remaining chapters provide a more in-depth examination of the literature 
on which the study was based including the timeline of national policy that created the 
current shift in educator evaluation reform.  This study built upon prior research in its 
connection to how principals receive professional development and sought to add to the 
field of research by contributing insights as to how principals within the state of Colorado 












 In America, the connection between government and schools has always been 
strongly intertwined.  Governmental involvement in the form of federal legislation has 
driven how states create their own law and how districts implement those legislative acts.  
For school principals, any change to federal and state education law can directly affect 
the work they do in their building (Reform Support Network, 2013a).  The understanding 
that legislative action is changing educator practice was at the heart of the following 
literature review and drove the inquiry concerning how principals are being trained to 
implement one law in particular—Colorado’s Educator Effectiveness Act. 
National, State, and Local Policy Initiatives 
 The pressure to reform America’s educational system can be seen in the form 
of national, state, and local policy initiatives driven by RTTT (Boser, 2012).  
Throughout the nation, states are implementing changes they hope will help their 
students close the achievement gap (Boser, 2012).  However, according to Lutz (2008), 
principals struggle to implement the succession of legislative reforms passed on to 
them.  Lutz suggested a disconnect occurs between the intent of the written law and 
how that law actually works within a school setting. Because of this disconnect, 
educational reform initiatives and the principals who are to implement them are at the 
heart of the following research.  Critical to furthering an understanding of these issues 
is building a knowledge base surrounding professional development principals 
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experienced that enabled them to meet the requirements of current policy initiatives.  
A review of the research yielded the need for further study and the theoretical 
framework necessary for additional research.  
The research presented in the following literature review allowed for a greater 
understanding surrounding legislative policy and teacher evaluation.  Within the realm 
of teacher evaluation, the evolution of educator evaluation, how past national 
legislative practices affected principals and evaluation, and principals’ p rofessional 
development surrounding current evaluation policy were analyzed.  The criteria for 
selection of literature revolved around themes of national and state educational 
reforms and how they were implemented at the district level through principal practice. 
An analysis of literature specifically looked at how principals were affected by policy 
reform and how one major educational initiative surrounding educator evaluation 
directly raised questions surrounding professional development principals receive to 
complete the work required by law.  By establishing an understanding of the evolution 
of national educational legislation, a greater understanding of how Colorado 
implemented current educational reforms would be gained.  In addition, the research 
analysis provided the reasoning behind the need to gain a greater understanding of 
professional development experiences of Colorado’s principals and how they were 
being trained to utilize the Colorado State Model Evaluation System (CSMES). 
The Federal Government, Policy, and  
Education 
 Public education and the federal government are two entities inevitably bound by 
a system seeking to have a government run for the people and by the people.  For a 
system such as the one designed by the founding fathers, an educated populous is 
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necessary.  Foundations for an educated populous began early in American colonial 
history.  The Massachusetts Education Acts of 1642 and 1647 were among the earliest 
laws that began to govern the regulation on parents and masters who were required to 
provide basic educational competency (Matzat, 2004).  The 1642 act contended: 
All children, and servants as well, should be able to demonstrate competency in 
reading and writing as outlined by the governing officials. The idea behind this, 
once again, was that if all citizens could understand the written language on some 
basic level, all citizens would be able to understand and therefore, abide by the 
governing laws of the land. (Matzat, 2004, p. 1) 
The law was not specific to education in its formal state but established a baseline for the 
underlying foundations of an educated population who would be able to understand the 
governing laws.  By 1647, the Massachusetts Education Act went one step further in 
requiring towns of 50 or more to employ a schoolmaster to teach children to read and 
write (Matzat, 2004).  In towns of 100 or more families, a grammar schoolmaster was to 
prepare children with the necessary skills to attend Harvard (Matzat, 2004).  Through the 
creation of these first educational acts, the nation’s early colonies confirmed the pursuit 
of an education was a priority even before a formal governmental system was formulated.  
 As America’s government continued its evolution from colonies to an 
independent nation, there remained a necessity of providing an education to all.  Thomas 
Jefferson stated: 
Educate and inform the whole mass of the people.  Enable them to see that it is in 
their interest to preserve peace and order, and they will preserve them, and it 
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requires no very high degree of education to convince them of this.  They are the 
only sure reliance for the preservation of our liberty. (Cornwell, 2010, para. 10) 
 Pulliam and Van Patten (1999) noted that with the establishment of a democratic 
government, politicians began the process of furthering a free public education system 
with the Northwest Ordinance.  By 1785, the Northwest Territory was developed into 
townships and the Northwest Ordinance established support for schools within each 
township (Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999).  Before the year 1800, Pennsylvania, North 
Carolina, and Vermont began the establishment of schools in each county.  Following 
quickly behind, Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, and Louisiana all established educational 
provisions within their state constitutions as did each additional state as it was established 
(Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999).  For the next 60 years, each state developed its own 
educational system until 1867 when the nation formed the Department of Education 
(Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999).  Within a century, the United States had established an 
educational baseline for the majority of its citizens and had advanced the overall state of 
education.  
 In 1867, the Department of Education was formed to help states develop well-
functioning school systems--a function the department still serves (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2012).  Since the foundation of the Department of Education, the mission has 
been to determine what works well in education (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  
In seeking to support what works best in education, the Department of Education has 
supported multiple forms of federal legislation.  The first came in 1917 when the 
Department of Education implemented the Smith-Hughes Act, which provided federal 
aid for vocational education (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  By the 1940s, a 
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series of acts supported school districts impacted by World War II (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2012).  In 1965, Congress passed the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA).  This act impacted schools throughout the nation by helping all students 
regardless of background, ability, or disabiity access the best quality education (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2012).  In a preface to the act, President Lyndon B. Johnson 
wrote, “We begin with learning.  Every child must have the best education our nation can 
provide” (ESEA, 1965, p.7).  Through legislative action, the federal government has 
sought to create equality and better the education of every child in American schools; 
therefore, it is essential that an understanding of federal legislative actions is established.  
 Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965.  The Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965 recognized a need for educational advancement for 
students from low income areas and extended the opportunity for a good public education 
for all pre-kindergarten through college-age students.  In addition, the ESEA built in 
funding to strengthen state educational systems, stating, “ If the States are to be 
strengthened and American education kept both strong and decentralized, measures are 
needed to bolster the administrative and legal foundations of our educational system” (p. 
299). With the desire to meet both educational demands of an advancing economy, to 
level the playing field for impoverished children, and improve state educational 
structures, the ESEA invested $1.5 billion for educational reform in 1965 and added an 
additional $12 billion in 1966 (ESEA, 1965; Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999).  
Pulliam and Van Patten (1999) noted the ESEA was pivotal in leveling the 
playing field for racial integration and by holding states accountable for distributing 
funds equally.  States had to provide acceptable teaching materials to all students 
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regardless of economic status of the school district; to ensure this happened, local 
districts were given control over funding (Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999). In an evaluative 
survey report done by the U.S. Department of Education (1972), it was found that in 
1967-1968, 1.7 million instructional personnel in public schools participated in Title II 
programing for materials funding necessary to improve classroom instruction and 92% of 
U.S. public schools were eligible to receive funding.  Money granted though Title II 
funding sought to expand libraries, improve resources, and aid teachers in improving 
instruction (ESEA, 1965).  Through establishment of the ESEA, the U.S. Department of 
Education was seeking equal educational opportunity for all children, and a greater 
educated populous for the entire nation.  
 The ESEA was pivotal not in directly changing teacher evaluation but in how it 
established a precedent for governmental involvement in how states and districts received 
and spent federal education dollars (Thomas & Brady, 2005).  In the 1980s under the 
oversight of President Reagan, the government began to pull out of federal involvement 
at the state and local levels and began to reduce funding (Thomas & Brady, 2005). 
Nevertheless, Thomas and Brady (2005) noted that ESEA legislation “acted as the 
catalyst for educational reform,” reform further spurred by A Nation at Risk--a report 
highlighting the faltering American educational system (p.54). 
 A Nation at Risk.  By the 1970s, research created a rise in demand for 
accountability to determine if all the millions spent through the ESEA were positively 
affecting the overall state of education (Shinkfield & Stufflebeam, 1995).  Some of the 
research reported in A Nation at Risk indicated educational advancement of the 
population was declining (Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999).  The report showed that from 
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1963 to 1980, Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores decreased year after year; by 1980:  
“23 million adults could not pass simple tests of reading, writing and comprehension” 
and millions of dollars were being spent to “bring workers and trainees up to ninth-grade 
level” (Pulliam & Van Patten, 1999, p. 253).  The A Nation at Risk report determined 
what was happening inside America’s schools: 
The educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising    
tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a nation and people. What was 
unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur-others are matching and 
surpassing our educational attainment. (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education [NCEE], 1983, p. 9)   
The United States was falling behind on the global education scale of student 
achievement.  The report stated, “For the first time in the history of our country, the 
educational skills of one generation will not surpass, will not equal, will not even 
approach, those of their parents” (NCEE, 1983, p. 11). 
A Nation at Risk predicted there must be a public demand to fix the issues at hand, 
to rebuild “our system of learning,” and to no longer be a system defined by “minimum 
requirements” (NCEE, 1983, p. 8).  Change was demanded by scientists, policy makers, 
and educators who made up the commission who believed Americans needed to 
remember the purpose of education (U.S. Department of Education, 2008, p. 2).  As 
changes came about, they began within individual states in the form of state level 
commissions of education, educational legislation, and reform efforts (Bell, 1993). 
Ultimately though, the U.S. Department of Education (2008) found that 25 years after A 
Nation at Risk was published, many of the same threats remained--children in the year 
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2000 scored comparatively on college entrance exams as did those of the same group in 
1987.  Although some changes were seen with increased graduation requirements, 
standards-based education systems, and highly qualified teachers, most were driven by 
federal level policy changes such as No Child Left Behind (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2008).  
 No Child Left Behind.  A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) and A Nation Prepared: 
Teachers for the 21st Century (Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, 1986) 
acknowledged national and state concerns about student graduation requirements, 
statewide content standards, and student success on national assessments.  As a result, 
change in these areas occurred that helped to advance the state of education.  The 1994 
Goals 2000: Educate America Act (Kessinger, 2011) passed by the Clinton 
administration began to narrow the focus of what schools and their leaders were to do to 
prepare students for the world beyond high school.  The changes began to directly impact 
the role of the principal in education.  The first six goals of the bill were already 
established by President George H.W. Bush in his America 2000: An Education Strategy 
initiative and included school readiness, high school completion, student achievement 
and citizenship, mathematics and science, adult literacy, and lifelong learning (Kessinger, 
2011).  Two additional goals added by the Clinton administration included parent 
participation and professional development (Kessinger, 2011).  Kessinger (2011) 
contended the purpose of these changes in federal education policy was for schools to 
develop students who were “useful” and “competent” (p. 274).  Nevertheless, with the 
institution of President George W. Bush came more educational legislation; in 2001, he 
signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB; 2002).  
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 The NCLB sought to create an accountability system through state-mandated 
standardized measurements; from this system, each school could determine their success 
or failure and adjust.  Then teachers, parents, and policy makers could measure the 
growth of the students from year to year (U.S. Department of Education, 2008).  In 
addition to state-mandated tests, NCLB also required schools to employ highly qualified 
teachers to hold state certification, a bachelor’s degree, and competency in their subject 
area.  The United States could now assure its constituency teachers had the credentials to 
teach but the regulations of the law changed the way schools sought and retained teachers 
(NCLB, 2002).   
 Porter-Magee (2004) contended, “By mandating minimum standards for highly 
qualified teachers, NCLB forced states to name names and identify teachers who need 
help” (p. 27).  Tracy and Walsh’s (2004) research showed that among secondary teachers, 
half did not major in the area they taught and prior to NCLB, only 29 states required 
subject mastery tests.  Even while states sought to increase the number of highly qualified 
teachers, A Nation Accountable (U.S. Department of Education, 2008) found: 
While most teachers have taken the steps necessary to meet their states’ Highly 
Qualified Teacher definition, there is little evidence to conclude that this 
provision has led to notable increases in the requisite subject-matter knowledge of 
teachers or to increases in measures of individual teacher effectiveness. (p. 6) 
Thus, A Nation Accountable (U.S. Department of Education, 2008) would suggest that 
the mandates of NCLB provided one more step in the furthered understanding of 
education--a teacher’s knowledge does not directly increase his/her effectiveness (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2009).  As a result, educator effectiveness was once again one 
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of the foci of federal legislation (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  In 2008, a new 
president took office and a new education policy quickly followed in the form of Race to 
the Top (n.d.).  
 Race to the Top.  Although billions of tax dollars have been spent on national 
legislative initiatives, student achievement scores have not seen the desired advancement 
(U. S. Department of Education, 2008).  In a comparison of American students to 
international students in 34 other countries, “the U.S. ranked 14th in reading, 17th in 
science and 25th in math” (Associated Press, 2010, para. 2).  The U.S. scores were higher 
than they had been in 2003 and 2006 but still lagged behind the majority of other 
countries (Associated Press, 2010).  Because of this failure to compete against other 
nations academically, in 2009, the U.S. Department of Education passed the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA).  Within the legislation was Race to the Top 
(n.d.) that offered states a competitive grant program to improve America’s educational 
system.  For RTTT, President Obama allotted $4.35 billion dollars to reform K-12 
education (ARRA, 2009).  Race to the Top combined the funding strengths of the 1965 
ESEA and sought continued change on the topics of concern noted in NCLB (ARRA, 
2009).  Race to the Top focused on teacher improvement and student achievement data 
and offered funding opportunities for states who applied (ARRA, 2009).  The RTTT 
Executive Summary defines the legislation as 
A competitive grant program designed to encourage and reward States that are 
creating the conditions for education innovation and reform; achieving significant 
improvement in student outcomes, including making substantial gains in student 
achievement, closing achievement gaps, improving high school graduation rates, 
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and ensuring student preparation for success in college and careers. (ARRA, 
2009, p. 1) 
In addition, the RTTT legislation encouraged states to work together to create and use 
common standards and assessments, attract strong teachers and leaders, and implement 
statewide data systems that would improve instruction and guide decision making 
processes.  Race to the Top also worked with states to innovatively change turn-around 
schools and sustain educational reform (ARRA, 2009).  Unlike NCLB (2002), which 
mandated states change their processes, RTTT legislation put the power in the hands of 
states to create change and offered financial incentives for doing so in the form of grants 
(ARRA, 2009).  According to Duncan (2010), 46 states applied and 11states plus the 
District of Columbia won the first round of grants.  By outlining the criteria for change 
and allowing states to develop systems to make it happen, RTTT legislation created 
ownership by states of the changes they would make and began to shift how states and 
school districts were evaluating teachers and leaders, testing students, and collecting data 
(Duncan, 2010). Although the legislation had created ownership by states; many 
unknowns remained for those states who received initial funding (Boser, 2012).  
State Governments, Policy, and  
Education 
 
 Federal policies on education are intended to improve the overall system of 
education but if there is insufficient support for reform efforts, obstacles arise in meeting 
legislative regulations (Thomas & Brady, 2005).  According to the Reform Support 
Network (2013b), state education agencies (SEAs) are key to “strengthening 
organizational capacity” to “implement and sustain” reforms (p. 1).  In a study on 
sustaining state level reforms, researchers (Reform Support Network, 2015) found it 
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critical that states plan for sustainability early, identify key elements that need to be 
addressed, and create a plan and seek external help if needed.  The following review of 
literature explains how states have approached past federal legislative changes and how 
states, specifically Colorado, are approaching current changes driven by RTTT.  
 States’ reactions to Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  The 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 recognized a need for educational 
advancement for students from low income areas and extended the opportunity for a good 
public education for all pre-kindergarten through college-age students.  For many states, 
ESEA did much more; in 1967, the Milwaukee, Wisconsin Central City Teacher-
Community Project applied for Title III funding and used that money to bring teachers 
into schools that were primarily Black and economically disadvantaged (Southern 
Education Reporting Service, 1970).  The project supported teachers in building 
relationships within the community, developing materials, and providing professional 
development to teachers new to the environment.  The project saw such great success that 
by 1969, the Milwaukee school district allotted $200,000, nearly all of its budget, to 
provide in-service teacher training (Southern Education Reporting Service, 1970).  The 
Southern Educational Reporting Services (1970) gave the following examples of state 
changes: (a) New Jersey applied for ESEA funding to expand science education to 
elementary age students; (b) Tennessee applied for Title I funding to improve reading 
proficiency of junior high age children who had fallen behind; and (c) in Richmond 
County, Georgia, Title I funding contributed over $250,000 to expand upon classes for 
1,600 special needs children.  Examples such as these are just a few of the countless 
advancements made possible by the funding provided by the ESEA.  The ESEA helped 
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states by providing funding to those areas that needed it most and provided learning 
opportunities for all children and teachers.   
 In addition to changing what children experienced, the ESEA (1965) built in 
funding to strengthen state educational systems, stating, “ If the States are to be 
strengthened and American education kept both strong and decentralized, measures are 
needed to bolster the administrative and legal foundations of our educational system” (p. 
299).  With the desire to meet both educational demands of an advancing economy and 
improve state educational structures, the ESEA invested billions of dollars in educational 
reform.  The new regulations and the overarching education law were received by states 
with varied reactions.  Following the adoption of the ESEA of 1965, educator evaluation 
and an analysis of teachers’ instructional practices became an area of focus for 
legislators, school leaders, and stakeholders.  This occurred because ESEA stated 
specifically one of its four primary tasks was to “advance the technology of teaching and 
the training of teachers” (U.S. Department of Education, 1965, p. 13).  A greater 
understanding of classroom practices and evaluation procedures was to follow.  
 States’ reactions to A Nation at Risk.  A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) raised 
awareness and an urgency for school leaders and general public to scrutinize schools, 
teachers, and students to determine what the problems were and how they could be 
addressed (U.S. Department of Education, 2008).  Many states reacted to A Nation at 
Risk with a “flurry of legislative action” in the form of policy shifts, mandates, and 
commissions of their own (Bell, 1993, p.593).  Among the greatest reforms in most states 
were graduation requirements and a greater focus on employing highly qualified teachers 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2008).  “By 1984, 46 states had a law or administrative 
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regulations mandating the evaluation of teachers,” most of which focused evaluation 
efforts on teacher improvement (Shinkfield & Stufflebeam, 1995, p. 29).  According to 
Stiggins (1986), evaluation systems initially served two purposes: first as a measure of 
accountability to retain employment or advancement and second as an aid in professional 
development to identify what was done well and what needed improvement.  Among the 
greatest shifts throughout the states was the implementation of “standards-based 
education systems” from which early users created the content standards (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2008, p. 5).  
Following A Nation at Risk, the Rand Corporation funded a research study to 
“determine what types of supervisory and evaluation practices were actually occurring in 
school districts across the United States” (Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011, p. 22). 
Rand researcher Wise (1984) found: 
A well-designed, properly functioning teacher evaluation process provides a 
major communication link between the school system and teachers.  On the one 
hand, it imparts concepts of teaching to teachers and frames the conditions of their 
work…  [T]eacher evaluation must satisfy competing individual and 
organizational needs.  It must balance the centralization and standardization 
needed for personnel decisions against the flexibility and responsiveness needed 
for helping teachers improve.  To make teacher evaluation work, districts must 
achieve this balance. (pp. 61, 65) 
 With the need for a strong, consistent evaluative system established, the nation 
had only to now establish criteria by which to evaluate teachers and begin to standardize 
the process.  By 1986, the report A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century 
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(Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, 1986) report gave specific 
recommendations to establish teaching standards.  In 1987, the National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards (Ellis, Barnhart, & Milch, 2013) was created as a result 
of the recommendations from both reports.  Although the effects of the national reports 
would not end there, they would help drive future legislative actions. 
States’ reactions to Race to the Top.  Initial funding for RTTT (n.d.) was 
granted to 11 states and Washington D. C. who have since prioritized and implemented 
the distribution of those funds.  Among those states, Florida spent $82 million to improve 
state standards and develop reading and math assessments; North Carolina and Ohio 
contributed portions of funding to science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 
programs; and Maryland spent the largest part of their budget toward teacher 
effectiveness (Kolbe & King-Rice, 2012): “For most states, nearly one third of state-level 
spending (about $589 million) from RTTT grants will be for projects intended to improve 
teacher and leader effectiveness” (p. 196).  Hill and Grossman (2013) noted:  
Policy makers hope the new observation systems will replace those in which 
cursory evaluations have yielded little variation in observed teacher quality, and 
states and districts are now selecting observation instruments, training raters and 
piloting these new systems in an effort to accomplish this goal. (p. 371) 
Many states throughout America embarked upon the process of meeting the requirements 
set forth by RTTT and began to develop their own educator evaluation rubrics and laws 
necessary to apply for federal funding.  Colorado applied for initial funding but did not 
receive grant money until the second round.  Through the initial and secondary 
27 
 
application processes, the state of Colorado passed legislation that began to change 
educator evaluation before funding was granted.  
 Colorado policies and Race to the Top.  The state of Colorado was one of 
many to compete for funds and began the process of meeting the requirements of 
RTTT (n.d.) by passing the Educator Effectiveness Act (Colorado Senate, 2010).   The 
purposes of the act as outlined in the state’s application to RTTT were first to evaluate 
teacher effectiveness and provide feedback to improve teaching (CDE, 2016b). 
Secondly, the act outlined how teacher evaluation criteria would contribute to practices 
in hiring and in non-renewal of teaching contracts.  Finally, the act mandated a part of 
the evaluation process be dependent upon student growth measurements (CDE, 2011).  
To meet Educator Effectiveness Act criteria, the CDE defined the qualities of an 
effective teacher.  These attributes included the following: knowledge, skills, and 
commitment to equitable learning; a drive to close achievement gaps; development of 
content mastery; and communication of high expectations to students and families 
(Colorado Senate, 2010).  In addition to defining what it means to be an effective 
teacher, the Educator Effectiveness Act also defined the purposes of evaluation:   
I. Serve as a basis for the improvement of instruction; 
II.  Enhance the implementation of programs of curriculum; 
III. Serve as a measurement of the professional growth and development of     
licensed personnel; 
IV. Evaluate the level of performance based on effectiveness of licensed  
personnel; and 
V. Provide a basis for making decisions in the area of hiring, compensation,  
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promotion, assignment, professional development, earning and retaining 
non-probationary status, dismissal, and nonrenewal of contract. (Colorado 
Senate, 2010, p. 2) 
Colorado, like all other states who sought RTTT funding, added a student performance 
measure to meet mandatory requirements of the application process (Marzano & Toth, 
2013).  
From the defined qualities of an effective teacher and a clear purpose for 
evaluation, the CDE (2011) then created a rubric outlining five teacher quality 
standards to provide a baseline for educators to be judged.  In addition, standard six 
stated, “Shall require that at least fifty percent of the evaluation will be determined by 
academic growth of the teacher’s students” (Colorado Senate, 2010, p. 18).  With the 
start of the 2014-2015 school year, teachers were to be accountable for all five quality 
standards focusing on professional practice and also accountable for student 
achievement data (CDE, 2014).  Additionally, the law added a caveat to the use of the 
CSMES that allowed for teachers who received below average ratings for multiple 
years to have tenure removed and non-renewed.  With clearly outlined goals for 
evaluation and with a defined rubric by which to measure teacher performance, 
Colorado implemented the use of the rubric statewide for the 2012-2013 school year.  
 Colorado model evaluation system development.  As a foundation on which to 
develop the Colorado state model effectiveness system, the state turned to the National 
Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS; Ellis et al., 2013).  The NBPTS is 
an organization of practicing classroom teachers, university teacher educators, and 
content experts to develop, review, and revise standards for accomplished teaching (Ellis 
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et al., 2013).  Colorado based much of its early work on the NBPTS Five Core 
Propositions:  
1. Teachers are committed to students and their learning.  
2. Teachers know the subjects they teach and how to teach those subjects to 
students.  
3. Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring student learning.  
4. Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from 
experience.  
5. Teachers are a member of learning communities. (Ellis et al., 2013, p. 3) 
The five propositions are the foundation for everything the NBPTS does and each is 
research based.  Ellis et al.’s (2013) research summarized the foundations of each 
standard:   
• Proposition one is based on the research of Eccles and Wigfield (1985) that 
showed teachers with high expectations and a belief in their students’ ability 
to learn yielded higher achievement.   
• Proposition two is based on the research of Shulman (2013) who confirmed 
the initial finding that a teacher’s content knowledge is a sign of 
effectiveness.   
• Proposition three is founded on the research of Vandervoort, Amrein-
Beardsley, and Berliner (2004) who showed that in addition to other 
attributes, effective teachers modify content to help students meet goals and 
monitor learning.   
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• Proposition four is based upon the findings of Ertmer and Newby (1996) 
who found “experts are strategic, self-regulated, and reflective” (Ellis et al., 
2013, p. 22).   
• The final proposition, number five, is based upon the findings of Perkins 
(1993) in which the teacher utilizes available resources to improve personal 
practice (Ellis et al., 2013).   
The researched foundations of NBPTS have helped contribute to the foundation of 
Colorado’s statewide evaluation rubric.  The work of Charlotte Danielson (2007) and the 
model in place from North Carolina have also played a role in determining what elements 
must be in place to define teacher effectiveness (State Council for Educator Effectiveness 
[SCEE], 2011). 
Colorado turned to the state of North Carolina, NBPTS, and the research of 
Charlotte Danielson (2007) as models for the development of its statewide teacher 
evaluation process (SCEE, 2011).  Charlotte Danielson’s contribution to the state model 
came from her research and established framework that utilized current research to 
determine what skills were required by both experienced and novice educators.  Through 
her work, she established four domains and 22 components that help to define each 
domain (Danielson, 2007).  The SCEE’s (2011) Report and Recommendations stated 
Danielson’s research and the teacher standards created by North Carolina would be the 
starting point for Colorado’s new teaching standards.  The results of the work by the 
SCEE were the Colorado Teacher Quality Standards.  The SCEE stated the standards 
“reflect the professional practices and focus on student growth needed to achieve 
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effectiveness as a teacher” (p. 42).  The standards that now define teacher quality within 
the State of Colorado are: 
• Quality Standard I: Teachers demonstrate mastery of and pedagogical 
expertise in the content they teach. 
• Quality Standard II: Teachers establish a safe, inclusive and respectful 
learning environment for a diverse population of students. 
• Quality Standard III: Teachers plan and deliver effective instruction and 
create an environment that facilitates learning for their students. 
• Quality Standard IV: Teachers reflect on their practice. 
• Quality Standard V: Teachers demonstrate leadership. 
• Quality Standard VI: Teachers take responsibility for Student Academic 
Growth. (Colorado Senate, 2010, p. 123)  
The quality standards defined by the state helped effectively implement state legislation 
and apply for RTTT funding (CDE, 2011).  Despite a clearly outlined plan to achieve 
the goals put forth by RTTT, Colorado was not chosen as one of the states to receive 
the first round of grant funding.  
Although national funding was not available, state legislative changes in the 
form of the Educator Effectiveness Act (Colorado Senate, 2010) were already 
underway.  Over the years of 2011 to 2016, the CDE sought districts to pilot the 
system they were developing.  Twenty-seven school districts of various sizes and 
locations were chosen to give feedback on the CSMES.  Although it was still in the 
process of being perfected, 161 of 178 school districts opted to use the CSMES 
beginning in 2012 (Wilkenfeld, n.d.).  In addition, as of the 2014-2015 school year, 
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districts who opted to use the CSMES were given the option of contributing 0-50% of 
student growth data to final teacher evaluation ratings under SB 14-165 (CDE, 2015a).  
The change was made because of the transition to a new student assessment system 
from which the data might not be reliable (Engdahl, 2014, p. 1).  During the 2015-
2016 school year, the CSMES was intended to be implemented in its entirety by 
evaluating both teacher performance and implementing 50% of student growth data.  
Teachers and principals are under pressure to perform and have students show they can 
achieve because, ultimately, half of teachers’ and principals’ evaluations are based on 
students’ academic growth (Engdahl, 2014, p. 1)  
 If the CSMES works as intended, its effects will “lead to a statewide teaching 
work-force that will increase its effectiveness at improving student achievement” 
(CDE, 2011, p. 118).  For this to occur, principals must be able to “collect and 
analyze” data on teachers and provide “actionable feedback” through the evaluation 
process and teachers then must be able to teach and prove student learning through 
growth data (CDE, 2011, p. 121).  The CSMES as a state level initiative has the 
potential to be impactful; however, without the support and buy in at the local level, 
the rubric is little more than a piece of paper.  
School District, Policy, and  
Education 
 The federal government’s involvement in writing educational policy has most 
recently come in the forms of ESEA (1965), NCLB (2002), and RTTT (n.d.). 
According to Vergari (2012), the “evolution of the federal role in education policy has 
entailed increasing activism in matters traditionally controlled by states and school 
districts” (p. 15).  States and districts are handing over their control of some education 
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practices within their state in order to receive federal funding but those dollars do not 
come free--they are tied to conditions (Vergari, 2012, p. 16).  In the most recent federal 
legislation (RTTT), lawmakers placed conditions on the funding, stating it might only be 
used for reform efforts on “achieving significant improvement in student outcomes, 
including making substantial gains in student achievement, closing achievement gaps, 
improving high school graduation rates, and ensuring student preparation for success in 
college and careers” (ARRA, 2009, p. 1).  According to Kolbe and King-Rice (2012), 
nearly $600 million of the grant money provided to states was spent on improving the 
effectiveness of teachers and principals.  
In states like Colorado and Tennessee, who were granted federal funding to 
improve upon educator effectiveness, their state education agencies (SEAs) and local 
education agencies (LEAs) now had to carry the burden of actually making the changes 
to educator effectiveness (Reform Support Network, 2013b, p. 2).  The Reform Support 
Network (2013b) noted SEAs and LEAs must work together to build a system of the 
highest quality that “rigorously measures excellent practice, incorporates evidence of 
student learning, and serves as a means to support the development of all practitioners”; it 
must also be manageable and not overburden school leaders on time, money, or staff (p. 
1).  To create such a system, the role of the LEA is essential because the evaluations 
principals conduct to determine all of the above factors and lead to “improved teaching 
and learning” (Reform Support Network, 2013b, p. 2).  Ultimately, the Reform Support 
Network contends the roles of the LEA and the principal are critical to the success of 
state and federal level reform.  Bell (1993) stated of the legislation that resulted from A 
Nation at Risk: 
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We soon learned that gains in student achievement, declines in high school 
dropout rates, and other desired outcomes cannot be attained simply by changing 
standards and mandating procedures and practices.  A much more massive, 
system wide effort is required that engages parents, neighborhoods, and 
communities. We had placed too much confidence in school reforms that affected 
only six hours of a child's life and ignored the other 18 hours each weekday plus 
the hours on weekends and holidays. (p. 594) 
Understanding the role of SEAs, LEAs, and school building leaders is needed to truly 
make change.   
The principal as a school leader.  The position of principal is one that 
requires a varied skill set; it evolved as schools shifted from one-room schoolhouse 
settings to multi-room, multi-grade structures (Kafka, 2009).  Before the role of 
principal was created, a head teacher assumed the role of monitoring teachers, 
students, and building oversight (Brown, 2009).  According to Brown (2009), during 
the early 1900s, the principalship was solidified as the role of manager within which 
leaders were given the responsibility of “selecting, hiring, and evaluating teachers, 
determining the curriculum, monitoring pedagogical techniques, and overseeing other 
organizational tasks” (p. 610).  As public schools evolved and more students were in 
regular attendance, school principals’ roles once again added additional facets such as 
managing federal entitlement programs, balancing race and gender equality within 
schools, and playing a political role as bureaucrat and community leader (Kafka, 
2009).  The position of those in the principal role is a compilation of all of the duties 
acquired over time.  Principals work as “managers, administrators, supervisors, 
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instructional leaders, and politicians…constrained by federal, state, and local dictates 
beyond their influence” (Kafka, 2009, p. 329).  With so many duties to contend with, 
principals must be able to make appropriate decisions, prioritize tasks, and use their 
ability to influence change as wisely as possible (Fullan, 2014; Keith, 2011).  
 School leaders and policy.  According to Fullan (2014), principals are the key 
factor when driving schools toward change.  Change is not easy and a principal’s 
responsibilities are vast (Goldring, Huff, May, & Camburn, 2008).  When leadership is 
pulled in many different directions, it might appear as though they are ignoring policy 
initiatives or lack the capacity to follow through with policy requirements (Spillane, 
Reiser, & Reimer, 2002).  Spillane et al. (2002) contended policy implementation error 
might be a result of how principals make sense of the policy and how the policy applies 
to their school’s community.  Policy evolves through its implementation; if those who 
implement the policy understand the policy writer’s intended outcome, it will be 
implemented as such (Spillane et al., 2002).  However, when those implementing the 
policy construct a meaning different from what policy writers intended, the policy will 
most likely fail (Spillane et al., 2002).  Failure is not an intentional rejection of policy 
but the result of a difference between understanding and intention regarding the policy 
(Spillane et al., 2002).  
Torres, Zellner, and Erlandson (2008) found the most successful policy 
implementation was derived from district-driven changes.  District policies have a 
greater impact on the schools than larger policy initiatives that fail to have “high 
commitment and confidence from school leaders” (Torres et al., 2008, p. 1).  
Ultimately, the larger the reach a law might have, i.e., national, state or local, the more 
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susceptible it is to misinterpretation and reduced success of its intended purpose  
(Spillane et al., 2002).  Policy enactment might not just be about the policy itself but 
also about the impact principals or district leaders might have on its implementation 
(Derrington, 2014).  
As the shift from policy to practice occurs, the new policy is subject to the 
interpretation of those at the local level, primarily superintendents, principals, and 
teachers (Hope & Pigford, 2001).  Policy interpretation and implementation depend 
upon the experience of these educators.  Hope and Pigford (2001) asserted the 
implementation of policy is a difficult process because those who write policies rarely 
understand what is necessary to implement them.  As a result, both principals and 
policy writers must work to have a shared vision around policy and its intended 
purpose (Hope & Pigford, 2001).  
Torres et al.’s (2008) research sought to determine how principals perceived 
school improvement policies.  Their analysis utilized a model developed by Hess 
(cited in Torres et al., 2008) wherein he “contended policy preference and selection 
can be explained through an interaction of two factors: (a) policy visibility, and (b) 
policy controversy” (p. 2).  Torres et al. found principals’ perceptions of policy were  
a) Less controversial, high visibility polices are perceived as having greater 
positive impact. 




c) Aggressive school improvement policies may have positive outcome, but 
are likely to produce low staff moral with resulting loss of confidence and 
commitment. (p. 2) 
As Colorado’s state policies continue to drive educational change, district leaders and 
school principals should consider factors such as those found by Torres et al. when 
developing their approach to policy integration. 
Policy Implementation and Evaluation  
at the Local Level 
 In nearly every state in the nation, teacher evaluation policies have been revised; 
such shifts are leading to considerable changes in how teacher evaluation is developed 
and implemented throughout districts and schools (Donaldson & Papay, 2014, p. 1).  
Donaldson and Papay (2014) argued, “Principals occupy the key position in these new 
evaluation reforms and their actions play a significant role in their success” (p. 1).  At a 
time when accountability is on the rise, principals are critical in the improvement of 
instruction and achievement (Fullan, 2014).  While this is understood, districts rarely 
provide principals with the knowledge they need to be successful in helping teachers 
improve (Fink & Silverman, 2014).  Fink and Silverman (2014) claimed the challenge 
lies in districts’ lack of consensus on what principals must do to improve teacher practice 
through evaluation.  To help narrow the focus for districts, the state of Colorado has 
established a process by which evaluation occurs. According to the Colorado State Model 
Evaluation System Users Guide (Wilkenfeld, n.d.), a nine step process guides principals 
through evaluation procedures: 
1. Every evaluator involved in using the Colorado State Model Evaluation 
System must have been trained by a CDE approved training program. 
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2. Each district should provide an orientation the evaluation system, including 
all measures to which the educator will be held accountable, no later than 
the first two weeks of school each year.  
3. Each educator should complete a self-assessment by the end of the first 
month of the school year. 
4. As soon as the educator’s self-assessment has been completed, the evaluator 
and the person being evaluated should review the school’s annual goals and 
ensure alignment with the goals included in the educator’s performance 
plan.  
5. The educator being evaluated and the evaluator should schedule time to 
review progress towards achieving school and personal goals. 
6. Evaluators should review the performance of educators being evaluated 
throughout the year and record their ratings on the rubric as such 
information is collected. 
7. The evaluator and the educator being evaluated discuss the educator’s 
performance ratings on the rubric and measure of the students’ learning. 
8. Should the evaluator and the educator being evaluated not agree on the final 
ratings during the end of the year review, they should determine what 
additional evidence is needed in order to arrive at the correct rating.  
9. Using the element and standard ratings, comments and artifacts discussed 
during the end of the year review and the establishment of final ratings, the 
educator being evaluated will develop a professional growth plan and new 
student learning targets designed to address any areas in which growth and 
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development are needed, professional development or training required and 
other resources needed to fully implement the professional growth plan. 
(CDE, 2013b, p. 6)  
Through the implementation of a step-by-step approach, the state of Colorado is seeking 
to “ensure reliability and validity and make[s] certain that everyone has the same 
foundational knowledge” (CDE, 2013b, p. 6).   
Adding to the notion of a consistent foundational knowledge, the CDE (2013c) 
requires a principal to hold an administrator’s license or go through a state approved 
training program.  Additionally, evaluators must also go through further training to use 
the CSMES offered by CDE or a trainer within the district who has been trained by CDE.  
By offering districts the option to complete the training themselves, they can interpret and 
implement trainings based on what they believe is most important (Hope & Pigford, 
2001).  Through further study of how districts are training their principals, be it 
through CDE approved programs or through trainings offered by district officials 
trained by CDE, it could be discovered if variation exists among principals’ professional 
development experiences around the CSMES. 
However, even with a system in place to establish a process for principals to be 
trained, other constraints such as time and principal expertise could affect the reliability 
and validity of current systems.  According to the U.S. Government Accountability 
Office (2013), a report published on states’ progress of evaluation system implementation 
found principals might not be “appropriately identifying” struggling teachers because 
they “lack the skill to differentiate between effective and ineffective teachers” (p. 18).  In 
a study of three pilot districts in the state of Colorado, one organization determined 
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observers should be “expected to demonstrate their ability to generate accurate 
observations and should be recertified periodically” (Colorado Legacy Foundation, 2012, 
p. 2).  In addition, 8 of the 12 states surveyed by the GAO expressed concerns over the 
ability to manage a principal’s workload.  Additionally, the report noted principals were 
indecisive about what differentiated ineffective from effective practices.  In a progress 
report specific to the state of Colorado, 23% of principals surveyed said “time intensity” 
was their primary concern due to the additional time needed for “observations and 
feedback” (CDE, 2015b, p. 16).  Evidence that points out concerns such as lack of time 
and expertise cannot be disregarded and should be considered as factors in the 
implementation of evaluative measures.  
 Time demands for evaluation.  Time is a pivotal factor in education; with 
greater accountability in the form of educator evaluation on the rise, today’s principals 
are struggling with the time commitment needed to meet new evaluation requirements 
(Derrington & Campbell, 2015, p. 307).  In recent years, RTTT has prompted change in 
educator evaluation through shifting state policy (Derrington, 2014).  The changes in 
educator evaluation have shifted the methods used and the time needed to complete 
evaluations (Derrington & Campbell, 2015).  Derrington (2011) insisted more time is 
needed for building leadership to find success with the new educator evaluation 
regulations.  In order to meet the requirements of the Colorado State Model Evaluation 
System (CSMES), principals must evaluate every teacher every year and probationary 
teachers multiple times a year, have meetings with teachers to review their goals, and 
complete mid-year reviews (CDE, 2013b).  This system has created a concern by 
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principals and teachers about the burden of time needed to complete it (Colorado 
Education Initiative, n.d).  
A principal’s time is not only spent completing evaluations but also an array of 
other tasks.  In a study completed by Spillane, Camburn, and Stitziel Pareja (2007), 
researchers sampled 2,066 principals through a self-reporting system.  From the findings, 
they deduced approximately 42% of a principal’s time is spent on administrative duties, 
25% is spent leading curriculum and instruction, 25% is fostering relationships, and 10% 
is devoted to professional growth they are providing and receiving.  Research from this 
study supported the notion that principals are pulled in many directions and devote the 
least amount of the time to improving teacher practice and personal practice (Spillane et 
al., 2007). 
A more recent study by Horng, Klasik, and Loeb (2010) directly observed 
principals and recorded their allocation of time.  They found principals spent 
approximately 30% of their time on administrative duties to keep the building running 
smoothly, 20% on organizational tasks such as budget and staffing, 15% on relationship 
building with students and staff, 5% on external relations, 6% on instructional activities 
such as coaching and observation, and 7% on instructional program responsibilities 
including planning professional development.  Findings concluded very little of a 
principal's time was spent providing professional development or visiting teachers' 
classrooms.  Augustine (2009) found principals reported an insufficient amount of time in 
their school day was devoted to monitoring classroom instruction.  Today’s principals 
need to allocate more of their daily schedule to spending more time in classrooms 
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observing instruction and to expand upon their own expertise so they might be the kind of 
leaders now required by legislation (Donaldson & Papay, 2014). 
 Principal’s instructional expertise.  In the course of a busy school year, a 
principal must wear many hats--from building manager to leader of professional 
development (Spillane et al., 2007).  The principal must be an expert in several areas.  
Cohen (2001) noted the daily operational demands of principals such as discipline, safety, 
staff relations, and requirements from administration are ongoing expectations embedded 
in the principal’s job.  Nevertheless, principals today must also be instructional leaders, 
recruiters, experts in teaching students with specific needs, and leaders of professional 
learning communities, which advance the overall capability of staff (Keith, 2011).  To 
meet the requirements of a position such as the one described by Cohen, a principal must 
bring with him or her a wealth of experiences.   
 In a study completed by Rodriguez‐Campos, Rincones–Gomez, and Shen (2005), 
a sampling of principals between 1987 and 2000 found on average, 98% of principals had 
achieved a master’s degree and 10% had achieved doctoral degrees.  In addition to 
gaining insight on the level of education of school leaders, the researchers also 
determined the average level of years of experience prior to becoming a principal: 25% of 
their sample had seven years or fewer and 50% had 11 or fewer years of teaching 
experience (Rodriguez‐Campos et al., 2005).  Rodriguez-Compos et al. also asked 
principals about their experiences prior to their current position.  They found of those 
who have been in the profession four years or less during the 1999-2000 year, 74% had 
been assistant principals, 54% had been department heads, and 22% had been curriculum 
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specialists.  Regardless of where principals are coming from, the expertise they bring 
with them is necessary to help teachers improve. 
Principals' expertise goes a long way to help students achieve and teachers 
perform (Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis, 2010; Leithwood, 1994).  Hirsh (2010) believed that 
as instructional leaders, principals direct the professional development of teachers in their 
school, model practices for teachers, gain a greater understanding of the struggles 
teachers have in the classroom, and provide support necessary for follow-up visits to 
classrooms.  Research by Blasé and Blasé (1999) contended principals who are strong 
instructional leaders employed two primary practices: “talking with teacher to promote 
reflection” and “promoting professional growth” (p. 359).  When principals suggested 
instructional improvements, teachers reacted by varying teaching techniques, planning 
more carefully, and giving more direct focus to the lesson.  The promotion of professional 
growth helped teachers continue their own development as an instructor (Blasé & Blasé, 
1999).  In a more recent study by Carraway and Young (2015), principals noted they felt 
happy when providing positive feedback to teachers and found through coaching teachers 
could improve and build confidence.  Knowing the expanded expertise of the principal 
helped teachers improve suggested the next step is to determine how principals acquire 
this expertise.  
 Local level professional development of school leaders.  Professional 
development of school principals has been a recurring topic of discussion as the age of 
accountability advances as have beliefs that purposeful principals’ professional 
development should be part of the expectation of districts (Eller, 2010; Lashway, 2000; 
Spanneut et al., 2012).  The federal government sends over $1 billion to districts yearly to 
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be spent on professional development; of that money, 91% is used for teachers, leaving 
9% for principals (Prothero, 2015).  Principals, like teachers, need professional 
development to hone their skills and build upon the knowledge they brought to the 
position (Salazar, 2007).  Salazar (2007) studied the self-identified professional 
development needs of principals; those related to instructional leadership were their 
primary need including team building, driving continuous improvements, and 
establishing instructional direction.  Salazar stated, “Principals need continuous 
opportunities to upgrade their knowledge and skills.  Professional development 
opportunities should be tailored to the needs of the participants and geared to actual 
leadership roles” (p. 26).  Spanneut et al. (2012) claimed that in order to determine what 
kinds of professional development are necessary, an analysis must be done of “both the 
needs as perceived by the state, by individual districts, and by the principals in each 
school building” (p. 83).  Keith (2011) studied principals throughout the state of Virginia 
and found principals had a moderate to high desire for professional development but not 
just any professional development; among the top six requests by principals were for 
learning that supported the following: 
1. Ensuring that my teachers have been trained in research-based instructional 
methods. 
2. Coaching and guiding teachers in the continual improvement of their 
educational knowledge and practice.  
3. Knowing what constitutes good instructional practice. (p. 104)  
Spanneut et al.’s (2012) research supported the prior two studies, finding principals at all 
grade levels identified staff development needs were predominantly in the area of 
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instruction.  More specifically, the principals said they needed “strategies and methods to 
assist them in maximizing time spent on quality instruction and developing assessments 
that monitor student progress” (Spanneut et al., 2012, p. 82).  Research has established 
the need for professional development of principals and has shown a need for states to 
fund the training of their school leaders (Keith, 2011; Prothero, 2015).  Additionally, 
districts must recognize that leaders need to be trained to help teachers become stronger 
pedagogically but this training must be individualized to meet their needs (Spanneut et 
al., 2012). 
For school principals, time is of the essence; they must learn on the job from other 
principals as well as through more formal professional development.  When Spanneut et 
al. (2012) asked principals what forms of professional development were preferred, their 
findings showed the following:  
[T]he four top-ranked delivery methods selected by principals from buildings with 
Pre-K to 6 grade–level configurations were Mentoring/Coaching at 84.3%, 
Workshop at 81.4%, Small Study Groups at 80.0%, and State and/or National 
Conferences at 62.3%.  The responding principals from buildings with 6 to 8 
grade level configurations identified in descending order the 4 top-ranked delivery 
methods as Workshop at 90.5%, Mentoring/Coaching at 85%, Small Study 
Groups at 70.0%, and State and/or National Conferences at 65.0%.  At the 9 to 12 
grade level, participating principals identified in descending order their 4 top-
ranked delivery methods as Workshop at 77.8%, Small Study Groups at 72.2%, 




Trends among the groups suggested principals were in favor of mentoring programs and 
workshops as their primary means of growing as a professional.  The prospect of having a 
mentor would meet the need of principals to have the learning individualized to their 
needs (Spanneut et al., 2012).  
The National Conference of State Legislatures (Shelton, 2009) determined, 
“States need to develop and implement comprehensive strategies to ensure today’s 
leaders have the skills, knowledge and support required to guide the transformation of 
schools and raise achievement for all students” (p. 4).  Principals cannot bypass their own 
professional development for that of their teachers as researchers suggest (Dyer, 2008; 
Prothero, 2015).  Principals must have high quality professional development available to 
them that will help leaders strengthen their “capacities to improve curriculum and 
instruction and create highly effective organizations” (National Conference of State 
Legislatures, 2014, p. 10).  Knowing “what principals perceive as their current 
professional development needs [is necessary] in order to meet the current high stakes 
accountability and demands” (Keith, 2008, p. 8).  States must know how to meet the 
needs of principals in order to move district level systems forward and meet the needs of 
changing policy.  
Training Colorado’s evaluators.  The Colorado Legacy Foundation (2012) 
completed a study that began the process of talking to principals who were trained by 
CDE.  The Colorado Legacy Foundation compiled feedback from three pilot districts on 
selecting and training evaluators.  The three districts offered advice on training evaluators 
and stated that “training observers is essential but not sufficient in order to establish a 
shared understanding of effective teaching” (Colorado Legacy Foundation, 2012, p. 
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5).  Additionally, the Colorado Legacy Foundation advised that leaders and teachers 
should work collectively to develop final ratings for the educator effectiveness rubric. 
Expansion upon the qualitative research by the Colorado Legacy Foundation to non-pilot 
districts could be compared to their findings to further confirm or contradict their claims. 
The National Conference of State Legislatures (Shelton, 2009) determined, 
“States need to develop and implement comprehensive strategies to ensure today’s 
leaders have the skills, knowledge and support required to guide the transformation of 
schools and raise achievement for all students” (p. 4).  According to Danielson (2007), 
“Even after training, most observers require multiple opportunities to practice using the 
framework effectively and to calibrate their judgments with others” (p. 38).  Principals 
must have high quality professional development available to them that would help 
leaders strengthen their “capacities to improve curriculum and instruction and create 
highly effective organizations” (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2014, p. 10). 
Danielson suggested such capacities could help administrators be the kind of instructional 
leaders schools desperately need.  The professional development process for 
administrators to evaluate and use evaluation to improve instruction requires a multi-step 
process.  Danielson suggested (a) administrators need to familiarize themselves with the 
teaching standards, (b) learn how to recognize evidence and artifacts for the elements of 
each standard, (c) learn how to interpret the evidence against the rubrics for the levels of 
performance, and (d) learn how to calibrate their evaluations with their colleagues. 
Ultimately, Danielson stated we must train evaluators so they are “able to assess 
accurately, provide meaningful feedback, and engage teachers in productive 
conversations about practice” (p. 37).  Danielson and others have set forth what 
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evaluators must know when they enter into a classroom but through the addition of 
Desimone’s (2009) research, one can further understand what is necessary for evaluators 
to internalize and apply the knowledge they must gain. 
Desimone (2009) proposed that a foundation of research exists “to support the 
identification of a core set of features of effective professional development and a core 
conceptual framework for studying the effects of professional development” (p. 181). 
Desimone contended that by “having a core set of characteristics that we know are related 
to effective professional development and measuring them every time we study 
professional development, will help move the field forward” (p. 186).  Additionally, the 
framework offered a “powerful foundation on which to build a coherent knowledge base” 
and created professional development practices based on “theoretical grounding” (p. 
186).  Desimone surmised that such a foundation would help schools and districts create 
professional development that could affect improved student learning. 
The tenets of Desimone’s (2009) work revolved around five core features of 
professional development: (a) content Focus—a clear set of skills, knowledge or practices 
must a teacher or principal must acquire; (b) active learning—the opportunity to practice 
throughout the training; (c) coherence—how consistent the federal, state or local 
initiative was to the professional development; (d) duration—time or amount of 
professional development; and (e) collective participation—collaboration between those 
participating in the professional development.  Meeting the needs of administrators and 
their teachers is essential to move district-level systems forward.  Additionally, to move 
the whole of a state level system forward, understanding of what professional 
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development experiences have been across multiple districts might allow states to reflect 
on past practices and adjust as needed to improve their educational evaluation system.  
Rationale for Further Study 
 Race to the Top has driven a change in educator evaluation—a change that 
influenced state legislation and the local level practice of principals who have been 
implementing significantly different evaluation systems than those of the past 
(Derrington & Campbell, 2015).  Creating and investing in means for principals to help 
educators develop a strong skillset that will enhance student learning and achievement is 
essential (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2014).  Colorado and 161 of its 178 
school districts have chosen to adopt a new educator evaluation system that requires 
principals to not only evaluate staff but be instructional leaders who can build 
competency (Wilkenfeld, n.d.).  Research suggested principals want and need 
professional development on strong instructional practices and improving instruction 
(Keith, 2011; Spanneut et al., 2012). Within the state of Colorado, the CDE (2013c) has 
made it mandatory that principals be trained by a CDE approved program or by a trainer 
within their district.  By allowing districts to choose or not choose to have a trained 
trainer, potential for variation in that training has been created.  Because of this potential 
for variation, a need for further study exists to determine what differences might be 
present in the professional development provided for principals from non-pilot districts 












 To determine how school principals have been trained how to use the Colorado 
State Model Evaluation System (CSMES) and if variation exists between school districts, 
this chapter will provide an overview of the epistemology, theoretical framework, 
methodologies, and qualitative research structure for this study.  Additionally, participant 
selection, setting, data collection procedures, and the analysis and trustworthiness of the 
findings are described.  
The following research question was chosen to guide this study: 
Q1  What variations exist in the professional development on the Colorado 
State Model Evaluation System for evaluators in one district that employs 
a trainer certified by the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) and 
evaluators in other districts that do not employ a CDE approved trainer? 
 
Qualitative Research 
 The state of Colorado has implemented a change within the realm of educator 
evaluation.  Research should be completed to further understand how principals have 
been trained to implement the CSMES to help the state of Colorado move forward as it 
continues the implementation process.  Determining how principals have been trained 
could provide insight on the effectiveness of current professional development offered to 
principals.  Qualitative research completed by the Colorado Legacy Foundation (2012) 
compiled feedback from three pilot districts on selecting and training evaluators.  The 
three districts offered advice on training evaluators and stated that “training observers is 
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essential but not sufficient in order to establish a shared understanding of effective 
teaching” (Colorado Legacy Foundation, 2012, p. 5).  Additionally, they advised that 
leaders and teachers should work collectively to develop final ratings for the educator 
effectiveness rubric.  Insights gained from this qualitative research study could give other 
districts guidelines to follow as they train their evaluators.  Expansion upon the 
qualitative research by the Colorado Legacy Foundation to non-pilot districts could add 
to understandings that already exist. 
Merriam (2009) noted the purpose of qualitative research is “to achieve an 
understanding of how people make sense out of their lives…and describe how people 
interpret what they experience” (p. 14).  The key is gaining the perspective of participants 
to gather a deeper understanding of the “emic or insiders perspective” (Merriam, 2009, p. 
14).  To capture participants’ experiences, Merriam contended qualitative researchers 
must be involved in the area they are researching to develop “intuitive understandings” 
(p. 16).  This involvement helps researchers develop “tentative” hypotheses or theories 
about the area they are seeking to understand (Merriam, 2009, p. 16).  The “primary” 
goal of qualitative research is to “uncover and interpret” how people make sense of their 
experiences and the world around them (Merriam, 2009, p. 24).  In examining principals’ 
experiences with the CSMES, a glimpse might be gained into how the new evaluation 
process is being implemented in some Colorado schools.  
 To gain a more in-depth perspective about the professional development 
principals have been given on the CSMES, a qualitative research approach was chosen. 
The qualitative structure of research allows a look at the variations in principals’ 
experiences with training on the evaluation model.  The following sections provide an 
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overview of the study’s epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods 
that clarify how the research question is addressed.  
Epistemology: Constructionism 
Epistemology helps researchers understand how knowledge is gained, applied, 
and discovered by putting all understandings on a level playing field and seeking to 
understand the truth of those involved as one common experience comes into their lives 
(Crotty, 1998; Merriam, 2009).  Crotty (1998) stated people construct meaning through 
their experiences and each experience contributes to how that individual makes sense of 
the world around them, for each individual “meaning is not discovered, but constructed” 
(p. 42).  Crotty explained that each individual creates meaning in different ways, even 
while experiencing the same phenomenon.  This study used an epistemology of 
constructivism to examine how principals within the state were assigning meaning to the 
CSMES from their professional development experiences.  An analysis of the principals’ 
understandings could further the Colorado’s Department of Education’s understanding of 
how non-pilot school district principals are trained to use the CSMES to evaluate and 
guide teachers.  
Theoretical Framework: Interpretivism 
In America today, new state model systems for teacher evaluation are being 
implemented across countless states; this change is a direct result of qualifying factors 
required to apply for RTTT grant funding (ARRA, 2009; Kolbe & King-Rice, 2012).  
The impact of the new evaluation systems on schools, principals, and teachers is still 
unknown but the success or failure of these new systems might be highly dependent on 
how they are implemented by building-level principals and assistant principals.  In the 
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state of Colorado, teacher evaluations are to be completed by building-level evaluators 
who “must have been trained by a CDE approved training program” which “makes 
certain that everyone has the same foundational knowledge to apply to this high stakes 
decision making process” (CDE, 2013b, p. 6).  A theoretical perspective of interpretivism 
was used in this study to determine if there was a common set of lived experiences 
among principals’ professional development on the CSMES (Crotty, 1998).  In a seminal 
study on research structures, Schutz (1970) analyzed the unique experiences of 
individuals and how they were shaped by those experiences.  Schutz determined: 
At any moment of his practical life, a man finds himself not simply in a specific 
situation which contains the limitations, the conditions, and the opportunities for 
his pursuits; this situation is an episode in his ongoing life. He stands in it as a 
person having gone through a long chain of his prior life experiences. Both the 
content and the sequence of these experiences are unique to him. At any time, the 
individual finds himself in a “biographically determined situation.” Thus, 
subjectively, no two persons could possibly experience the same situation in the 
same way. (pp. 14-15)  
Through interpretivism, the researcher sought to understand the realities of the principals 
involved in the CSMES and the meanings they have derived from professional 
development regarding its implementation.  A common understanding of how to use the 
evaluation tool among Colorado principals would be a desired outcome of Colorado’s 
Department of Education as well as a focus on the use of the CSMES to improve 




Methodology: Phenomenological Research 
For this study, phenomenological research was used to determine the nature of the 
lived experience of principals surrounding the use of the CSMES (CDE, 2013a).  
Phenomenological research looks at a “focus on the experience itself and how 
experiencing something is transformed into consciousness” (Merriam, 2009, p. 24). 
Through phenomenology, the researcher in this study sought to understand how 
professional development on evaluation implementation was being interpreted by 
principals.  Merriam (2009) indicated a phenomenologist’s task is to “depict the essence 
or basic structure of experience” (p. 25).  Through capturing the experiences of the 
principals, this study hoped to illuminate what principals understand and what their 
perceptions of the training they have received through the implementation process have 
been regarding CSMES.  
Setting and Participants 
Setting 
Creswell (2011) acknowledged effective qualitative research is not about the 
generalizability of the information but the understanding that central phenomena, sites, 
and individuals must be “intentionally” selected to gain a greater understanding of the 
phenomena (p. 206).  Russell and Gregory (2003) stated:  
Most qualitative studies use purposeful (or purposive) sampling, a conscious 
selection of a small number of data sources that meet particular criteria.  The logic 
and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information rich cases 




The need for purposeful sampling was also underscored by Merriam (2009) who 
suggested “that within every case there exists numerous sites that can be visited” (p. 
81).   The state of Colorado was chosen because of its timeline of integration of the 
CSMES in relation to the start of this study.  During the 2015-2016 school year, the 
CSMES was entering its first year of complete integration using both the teacher 
evaluation measure and student growth data.  Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval 
for research for this study followed in 2016 (see Appendix A).  Additionally, Colorado 
brought another factor, which was how it offered training to administrators required to be 
trained to use the CSMES.  In an analysis of the CDE website, it was noted the CDE ha 
divided the state of Colorado into eight regions: Northwest, North Central, Northeast, 
Metro, Pikes Peak, Southeast, Southwest, and West Central.  From this list, the North 
Central region was chosen as a location for the convenience sample, allowing for the 
collection of information from subjects who are “easily accessible” (Palinkas et al., 2015, 
p. 536).  The North Central region of Colorado also offered an interesting phenomenon—
20 school districts comprise the region and only one school district of that 20 has a CDE-
approved trainer for its district (CDE, 2015e).  The system was bounded by the selection 
of only non-pilot district principals who used the CSMES within the North Central 
region.  This phenomenon allowed for a comparison to be made between a district with a 
CDE-approved trainer and two in the same region that did not have a district-based 
trainer.  Study of this phenomena might help to gain insight on what role a trainer might 
play in relation to the knowledge principals gained on evaluation from professional 
development they received. 
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For the purposes of this study, the district with the trainer was referred to as 
Alpine District and was analyzed to determine how closely principals’ trainings were 
aligned to the intent of the training provided by the person who was trained by the state 
of Colorado.  The Alpine District serves nearly 6,000 students and has 10 schools (CDE, 
2016a).  Once this information was uncovered, it was determined that narrowed 
participation was necessary so criterion sampling could be implemented.  Criterion 
sampling was used to ensure all school districts chosen met predetermined criteria 
(Russell & Gregory, 2003).  The following criterion was used to select a comparative 
district for this study: the school district needed to reside within the North Central region 
of Colorado to be compared to the school district that possessed a CDE-approved 
trainer.   Pilot school districts (those that trained ahead of other districts) were also not 
included in the study because principals within those school districts would have been 
given extensive training on the use of the CSMES; thus, their experiences were not 
representative of those of non-pilot school districts.  
An analysis of districts in the same region was done comparing student 
populations and number of schools within each school district.  Student populations 
within the school districts ranged from those serving 31,776 students to those serving 
only 87 students (CDE, 2016a).  From the 20 in the region, a comparative school district 
was identified as being similar in size and number of schools to that of the Alpine district 
(CDE, 2016a).  The district identified was referred to as the Birch School District; it is in 
the southeast portion of the region and serves nearly 4,000 students in six schools (CDE, 
2016a).  Following the initial comparison, a third school district was added to ensure 
thoroughness within the data set.  Since Birch School District only yielded three 
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participants, by adding another school district it was hoped the data it yielded would offer 
a greater comparison to the Alpine School District.  Thus, Cedar School District was 
added to complete the data set.  The larger district was chosen to assure a larger pool of 
principals and assistant principals could be interviewed.  Cedar School District has 24 
schools and employs 58 principals and assistant principals.  All school districts met the 
criterion of being within the North Central region.  
Research candidates were identified by contacting each school district’s 
superintendent by phone or email to determine if he or she would be willing to participate 
in the study.  Candidates were chosen based on their role as an evaluator for the school 
district.  After school district approval was obtained, evaluators who were eligible to be 
part of the study were given a document that explained the purpose of the study and were 
asked to sign an acknowledgment of their voluntary consent to participate and be 
recorded (see Appendix B).  All recordings, transcriptions, and permissions were locked 
file in the researcher’s home or password protected electronic file on the researcher’s 
personal computer and will be kept for a minimum of three years.  
Within each district, the number of interviews varied based on the information 
received from the district of those who could participate.  In the Alpine School District, 
16 potential participant names were offered as potential candidates; of those 16, eight 
responded with a willingness to be interviewed and eight were interviewed from the 
initial email.  With 50% of the available district administration being interviewed, it was 
believed saturation of responses was reached.  According to Merriam (2009), the number 
of participants is determined by how many are deemed necessary to answer the research 
question and until a level of saturation is reached.  Lincoln and Guba (as cited in 
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Merriam, 2009) noted that saturation is reached when redundancy occurs or “when no 
new information is forthcoming” (p. 80).  Based on this information, the number of 
participants for the Alpine School District was driven both by the number who were 
willing to participate and the re-occurrence of responses by participants.  Within the 
Birch School District, names of seven potential participants were offered by district 
administration.  In seeking participants, the district assistant superintendent offered to 
contact potential participants and share with the researcher those who would 
participate.  This process yielded one participant.  Permission was granted to allow me to 
reach out to each of the remaining six participants.  After additional solicitation, two 
additional participants were gained.  No others responded to interview requests.  
Ultimately, within the Birch School District, 42.8% of the district administration was 
interviewed.  Within the Cedar School District, the assistant superintendent who oversees 
research within the school district allowed me to solicit interviews from any of the 
available 58 evaluators within the school district.  Eight principals or assistant principals 
were asked and eight participated.  No others were asked as saturation of the responses 
was reached with these participants and responses of open-ended coding yielded no new 
information (Saldana, 2016).  Creswell (2007) recommended a range from “5 to 25 
individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon” (p. 61).  Within each school 
district, the goal was to study school leaders who evaluated teachers and used the 
CSMES.    
Individual Participants 
Participants within the Alpine School District came with a range of educational 
experiences and varied in age and the grade level they evaluated.  Alpine School District 
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participants were principals and assistant principals from all three levels of schools.  No 
charter schools were included.  In the Alpine School District, eight evaluators and the 
person who oversaw training of personnel to use the CSMES offered to be interviewed.   
Participants within the Birch School District had an array of educational 
experiences that occurred both in and outside of the district.  Participants were similar in 
years of experience in the classroom but varied in grade levels in which they worked. 
Throughout this district, seven evaluators were asked to participate but only three were 
willing to take part in the study.  One elementary, one high school, and one district level 
evaluator chose to participate; because the sample size was small (as was the district), the 
administrative level person who evaluated was also included.   
Participants within the Cedar School District ranged in experience from those 
who had only been in administration within the Cedar School District and those who had 
been in administration in other districts.  The eight participants varied in age and 
experience; experience ranged from 3 to 13 years.  Participants were principals and 
assistant principals from all levels of schools including two from K-8.  Again, no charter 
schools were included.  Summaries of all participants’ experience and years in each 
district are provided in the following chapter. 
The scope of statewide implementation was massive so narrowing the focus to 
principals offered a specific point of view into the complexities of implementation of the 
CSMES.  Principals and assistant principals who resided within a school building were of 
focus for the purpose of intentionality within participant selection.  Creswell (2011) 
acknowledged effective qualitative research is not about the generalizability of the 
information but the understanding of a central phenomenon; to gain a greater 
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understanding of the phenomenon, both sites and individuals must be “intentionally” 
selected (p. 206). 
Data Collection  
Interviews 
Through the use of semi-structured interviews, data were gathered to determine 
principals’ experiences.  Interviews were semi-structured, open-ended, and one-on-one to 
best meet the needs of the principals’ time constraints as well as to create an open 
dialogue comfortable for those involved.  Merriam (2009) noted, “[l]ess structured 
formats assume individual respondents define the world in unique ways” (p. 90). 
Interviews took place at a location convenient to the participants--if possible at the school 
in which the principal worked.  By completing interviews in this location, I could see the 
participant through an additional lens of environment.  Interviews were recorded through 
the use of a recording program and then I transcribed the recording verbatim into a Word 
document.  Interviews took approximately 30-45 minutes; I asked 10 to 15 open-ended 
interview questions (see Appendix C) designed to explore the experience and knowledge 
of the principals.  
Questions were formulated to tap into the experience and behaviors of principals 
in hopes of honing in on “things a person does or did, his or her behaviors, actions and 
activities”; knowledge questions “elicit a person’s actual factual knowledge about a 
situation” (Merriam, 2009, p. 96).  Probing follow-up questions were asked to elicit 
further information depending upon the responses received.  All interviews were recorded 
to allow for review when necessary.  Notes were taken during the interviews and 
reflections were recorded immediately following each interview.  Notes were used to 
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record my personal reactions, reflections, and any participant reactions observed during 
the interview that would not come across on an audio recording.  To protect the 
participants’ identities, a pseudonym was used and general area locations of districts were 
noted but not specific district names. 
Piloting the Questions 
 To know if the questions would yield responses that would aid in answering the 
research question, they were first piloted.  Merriam (2009) noted, “The key to getting to 
data from interviewing is to ask good questions…  Pilot interviews are crucial for trying 
out your questions” (p. 95).  By completing a pilot round of interviews, it could be 
determined whether questions were purposeful and provided the kind of information 
helpful in answering the research question.  Merriam (2009) suggested being conscious 
of the words embedded within the questions would help make interviewees comfortable 
with the questions being asked as well as yielding useful data.  Initial pilot interviews 
were conducted in districts within the North Central Region; they were not from Alpine, 
Burch, or Cedar School Districts; and results were not included in the data analysis.  By 
completing pilot interviews locally, adjustments were made before travelling to other 
research sites.  The pilot interview allowed insight into the generalness of the initial 
interview questions.  Changes to questions included more specific questions on the 
modes and duration of training participants had received and how specific the trainings 
they had received were to elements within the CSMES.  The pilot interview also provided 
guidance on how to probe for a more thorough answer and not settle for the initial brief 
response that was sometimes offered. 
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Interviewees were asked to participate based on their position (principal or 
assistant principal) within schools from the North Central region.  Within each district, 
principals and assistant principals were interviewed at their school if available and if not, 
at a location of their choosing.  A few chose a coffee shop over their school.  Interviews 
took 30 to 45 minutes and were an open dialogue based on questions in Appendix C. 
Open-ended questions allowed for principals to reflect and answer and also allowed for 
probing questions to follow. 
Data Analysis 
 Merriam (2009) explained data analysis as “the process of making sense out of 
the data…consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the 
researcher has seen or read- it is the process of making meaning” (pp. 175-176).  I sought 
to determine trends through the use of open and axial coding to determine the impact of “casual 
conditions” on the “core phenomena” surrounding principals’ training on Colorado’s evaluation 
system (Creswell, 2011, p. 426).  Through interviews, responses were open-coded to detect what 
main ideas existed among participants’ responses and later axial-coded to determine if a 
relationship existed between identified categories (Creswell, 2011).  Open coding was used to 
“break down” the data into parts so they could be further analyzed with axial coding (Saldana, 
2016, p. 114).  Axial codes help “to determine which codes in the research are dominant” and 
seeks to then create understanding of how codes are related to each other (Saldana, 2016, p. 244). 
Creswell (2011) suggested reducing the codes to find five to seven themes discussed most often 
by research participants.  Additionally, In vivo software was used to assist with category 
development for thematic analysis.  Through a phenomenological lens, I sought to expose 





I interviewed a small sampling of principals who were in the process of using the 
CSMES.  Once themes had been identified, I sought to establish trustworthiness from 
member checks.  Member checks were completed to review transcripts of the interview 
as each principal saw it.  Member checks were completed by sending a copy of the 
interview transcript to each participant and asking them to verify what was said.  To aid 
in establishing trustworthiness and to fight against personal bias, my concerns were 
recorded in a journal throughout the process to lend insight into the interviewing, 
transcription, coding, and member checking of the research.  Additionally, an audit trail 
was completed to aid in limiting bias through the process of having a fellow researcher 
review the process as a whole.  Creswell (2011) determined “both dependability and 
confirmability are established through an auditing of the research” (p. 204). 
Limitations 
 Limitations within the study included findings were limited to one region of North 
Central Colorado and three school districts within that region.  The limitation of one 
specific region affected the transferability of the results to other regions.  An additional 
limitation was only one district with a trained trainer was analyzed.  With only one 
trained trainer, results from the Alpine School District might have been a result of the 
person filling the position or it might have been directly related to the training they 
received.  Further research would need to be done on what others who were trained 
trainers did within their school districts.  Finally, acknowledgement of my being an 





 Trustworthiness could also be built through an understanding of a researcher’s 
stance and how the researcher sought to harness bias.  Through use of a research journal, 
reflections can be kept to record impressions.  Through recording reactions, a researcher 
can acknowledge how their role fits within the construction of the research knowledge 
(Blaxter, Hughes, & Tight, 2001).  As a current secondary principal within the state of 
Colorado, my position placed me in the category of “insider” as a researcher seeking to 
analyze an area in which the researcher is employed (Le Gallais, 2008, p. 146).  Le 
Gallais (2008) suggested as an insider, the potential for bias exists but so too does a rich 
understanding of the background of the field in which the research is occurring.  As a 
result, the researcher must acknowledge this relationship to the field of research exists 
and work to utilize a method to set those potential biases aside and look at the data 
gathered through an objective lens.  The “insider researchers require heightened 
sensitivity to such routines and boundary mechanisms which may otherwise impair their 
‘clearsightedness’” (Le Gallais, 2008, p. 146).  Acknowledging the reality of the position 
of the researcher and the efforts to fight against the bias through a reflective journal 
increased trustworthiness as I sought to understand realities other principals have 
constructed.  The reflective journal was used as I reviewed and analyzed the data of each 
case as a whole.  Notes taken helped me remember each participant as an individual and 
allowed for notes to be made on mannerisms, feelings, or impressions of participants. 
When considering the data, the research journal allowed reflection on the passion or 
frustration that had lain within the interviews and ultimately aided in more deeply 
understanding themes that were found. 
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To further expand upon the research stance, some additional background 
information must be shared on my personal journey in education.  I entered into the field 
of education not as one who believed I was destined to be a principal but as someone who 
was driven to guide the education of my students.  As I honed my own skills as a teacher 
and worked as a mentor to other young educators, I discovered a need for leaders who 
shared a passion for the art of teaching and who knew how to help teachers advance their 
students’ achievement.  The National Conference of State Legislatures (2014) supported 
the need I felt as a young teacher and confirmed effective teaching goes hand-in-hand 
with capable leaders.  In addition, Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) found up to 
60% of a school’s influence on student achievement is a result of teacher and principal 
effectiveness, and principals count for nearly 25% of that influence.  I chose to become a 
principal to guide the development of teachers and children.  Regardless of why someone 
decides to become an educational leader, one common factor in becoming an educational 
leader is the expectation to mentor teachers and provide feedback to them.   
Like those I interviewed, I have been on my own journey with the use of the 
CSMES.  I have felt my own struggle trying to balance the time needed to complete all 
the steps of the process while also trying to honor the work of the teachers I evaluated.  I 
have sought to use the tool to its fullest capacity to allow it to help spur conversations and 
delve deeply into discussions of what an element should or could look like.  The struggle 
of being an instructional leader for me has not been in the knowledge but in the time.  I 
was able to coach great teachers in my prior position but as an administrator, I am torn 
between all of my current duties and the hours upon hours it takes to be the instructional 
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leader I think I should be.  I believe that to grow great teachers, principals must know 
how to at minimum meet the elements of feedback the CSMES requires.   
Gaining a greater understanding of how principals have learned to evaluate and 
improve teacher practice was the purpose of this study.  By beginning to understand what 
it is that leaders know and how they have learned it, the state of Colorado might come to 
further understanding of how to ensure leaders have the knowledge necessary to assess 
and develop the skills teachers use in their classrooms.  
Conclusion 
Through a constructivist lens, this study sought to examine how principals within 
the state were assigning meaning to the CSMES from their professional development 
experiences.  By using a theoretical perspective of interpretivism, the researcher sought to 
understand the realities of principals, ultimately hoping to understand principals’ 
perceptions of the training they had received through implementing the CSMES.  
Through a collective case study on non-pilot district principals, the researcher hoped to 
determine if variation existed between districts in how they were training principals to 









CHAPTER IV  
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
  For this study, three districts were chosen for analysis and comparison in hopes of 
determining what variations existed in the professional development provided to 
evaluators on the Colorado State Model Evaluation System (CSMES).  The comparison 
was made between a school district that employed an approved CDE trainer and two 
school districts that did not.  Three districts were chosen from the 20 in the North Central 
Region of Colorado; the Alpine School District provided an employee who was trained 
by the CDE as a trainer for those using the CSMES and the Birch and Cedar School 
Districts were chosen.  In all districts, a request for research was made through a district 
director and sent via email.  Within the Alpine School District, 16 evaluators were 
identified by the director of instruction and nine responded for interviews.  The Birch 
School District provided the names of seven potential evaluators for interview; of those, 
three evaluators responded for interviews.  Due to the fact only three responded, Cedar 
School District was added to the study to assure validity of the comparison.  Within the 
Cedar School District, the assistant superintendent allowed any evaluator in the district to 
be contacted.  Eight principals were contacted and all eight participated.  
This chapter provides information on the experience of participants, the themes, 




Q1 What variations exist in the professional development on the Colorado 
State Model Evaluation System for evaluators between evaluators in one 
district that employs a trainer certified by the Colorado Department of 
Education (CDE) and evaluators in other districts that do not employ a 
CDE approved trainer? 
School Districts and Participant Information 
The Alpine School District, which employs a director of education trained by the 
CDE to train evaluators to evaluate, had seven participants who took part in the study.  
Participants within the Alpine School District came with a range of educational 
experiences, varied in age, and varied in grade level with whom they worked.   Despite 
their various backgrounds, many had common experiences with regard to educator 
evaluation (see Table 1). 
In the Birch School District, participants were asked the same set of questions 
concerning their professional development experiences on the CSMES.   Within the 
Birch School District, three evaluators were willing to participate and each came from 
varied school levels within the district: one from district-level administration, one from 
the high school level, and one from the elementary level (see Table 2). 
The Cedar School District also provided a rich level of varied experience among 
administrators.  The Cedar School District approved contact by email to any principal 
within the district so a random sampling of principals from all levels was done until 
saturation of themes among participants was reached.  Eight principals and assistant 
principals participated: a middle school principal and two assistant principals, two 
principals from K-8 schools, one elementary principal, and two high school assistant 





Participants in the Alpine School District 
Participant Years in Education Years in Alpine Years in Administration 
John 29 14 14 
Jack 16 16 8 
Paul 20 6 9 
Jeff 23 5 9 
Stephanie 23 8 8 
Jenny 15 3 3 
Leo 21 11 13 




Participants in the Birch School District 
Participant Years in Education  Years in Birch Years in Administration 
Amanda 13   7   7 
Jessica 27 27   5 





Participants in the Cedar School District 
Participant Years in Education Years in Cedar Years in Administration 
Elizabeth 21 21 11 
Jade 20 16 4 
Liam 15   9 6 
Samantha 17 17 9 
Jeff 23 23 13 
Henry 21   6 11 
Margo 20 20   5 




 Interviews from all participants were transcribed and coded through open and 
axial coding methods to determine initial categories that evolved into primary themes. 
Following the process of coding, data memo writing was employed to allow the data to 
be observed as a set and understood as a common experience among the group as a 
whole.  Alpine, Birch and Cedar School Districts were examined individually and then 
compared to determine if any had similar experiences or if each district’s experiences 





What emerged from the analysis were themes that could be categorized as the 
haves and the have nots.  Within each theme were sub-themes that helped to define what 
existed within a system.  For evaluators from the Alpine School District who had the 
support of a district level trainer that provided various professional development training, 
the topics of the themes were best categorized by the idea of the “haves.”  Haves were 
those who had all they needed and it was routine to their system.  In relation to pop 
culture, this term has often been associated with those families who are generationally 
wealthy.  Comparison of findings showed the Birch and Cedar School Districts lacked 
supports with regard to professional development with the use of the CSMES and 
principals shared countless examples of not what they had but what they lacked.  Some 
had only worked in Birch or Cedar and knew they were missing something and discussed 
things they longed for; others had come from “have” systems to a system of “have nots” 
and recalled what they had lost and wished they could have again. 
The Haves 
 In this study, interviews from three school districts’ administrators who evaluated 
teachers were compared with regard to how they perceived their professional 
development experiences since the implementation of the CSMES. The three districts—
Alpine, Birch and Cedar—were within a 20 mile radius of each other and employed 
administrators who were similar in their levels of experience.  Through the analysis of 
data, Alpine School District evaluators could be defined as a group known as The Haves 
because they collectively discussed their experiences with in-district supports, which 
defined a system put in place to aid them in evaluation.  They had a system complete with 
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ongoing professional development, rich resources, and the ability to seek out 
individualized additional training.  Additionally, the evaluators also had a sense of 
connectedness and worked in collaboration with each other through the systems so 
isolation did not occur. 
Professional development to guide the work.   In the Alpine School District, all 
evaluators spoke to the ongoing support provided in their district on the use of the 
CSMES.   Among the eight interviewed, not all spoke to one specific method of 
information delivery being most impactful to them but they all spoke to resources they 
were provided that continued their ongoing understanding of how to evaluate teachers 
with the CSMES rubric.  Jeff identified the work done by the director of instruction (the 
person trained by CDE) as key to his understandings: 
She does a good job to try to scaffold for us the most important things that we 
need to know and take back to our staff; whether it is evaluation or new 
instructional information or whatever it may be…  We talk about and try to 
remain consistent with things across the district, it has been beneficial that we are 
a small enough district that we can do those kinds of things, and we do get really 
good support from the district office. 
Others also shared about the director of instruction and her guidance through 
meetings and resources.  A few discussed the use of email to provide continued 
informational supports, one spoke about the use of the online tool and information 
sharing forum called Canvas, and six spoke to the use of time during leadership meetings 
being used to discuss changes and support in using the evaluation tool.  Assistant 
principal John discussed how information traveled from principals to assistant principals: 
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“I think it's disseminated to a principal and then our principal brings it to us here.  As 
assistant principals, we meet as an administrative staff at this school, and we talk about 
what we think we need to look for.”  As a result of a solid structure of information 
dissemination. those who were trained by the district then trained the principals who 
worked alongside them.  The practice of information dissemination resulted in common 
understandings of what was known about the CSMES and little to no difference in 
understanding of the CSMES existed between district principals and district assistant 
principals who were interviewed.   
What appeared to be another contributing factor to common understandings 
surrounding the CSMES was the use of electronic supports the Alpine School District 
employed to share information and create an online support forum.  Leo noted an 
example explaining, “If there are any updates she (the director of instruction) will fill us 
in…  The last update we got was an email stating it's [the educator effectives rubric] 
going to be reduced next year so be prepared for that.”  An additional tool the Alpine 
School District used was the online forum called Canvas that allowed information to be 
shared to all leadership in a place where it could also be stored.  The forum also allowed 
evaluators to blog across their system about what they had read and the processes they 
used to evaluate.  Jack, an administrator, and Lynn, the district director of instruction, 
spoke to the use of the Canvas system.  Jack stated, “We have now switched to canvas as 
our learning management system, and she [the director of instruction] created a course for 
administrators on canvas that we all take to refresh and look at changes, and that kind of 
thing.”  Through the use of multiple systems to assure evaluators all had a similar 
understanding of the work, each principal was able to access what they needed in a way 
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most comfortable for them.  From meetings to online resources, the Alpine School 
District provided ongoing, focused professional development. 
Resources beyond the training.  Evaluators sought out the opportunity to be as 
knowledgeable as possible on the use of the CSMES.  To do this work, district leadership 
in the Alpine School District accessed a variety of resources available to them such as 
online tools through RANDA (the state’s online performance management system), 
professional literature, and peer-to-peer collaboration.  All seven participants in the study 
spoke to the use of RANDA as their primary evaluation tool.  The RANDA tool is a free 
resource provided by the State of Colorado; it provides districts with a way to track and 
manage data needed in the evaluation process and includes online resources (CDE, 
2017).  Principals who evaluated in the Alpine School District also indicated RANDA 
was their primary resource to access information beyond the rubric.  Jack, Stephanie, and 
Jenny gave examples of the resources within the system.  Jack found the following: 
One of the really nice features on it, especially when I'm in a meeting with a 
teacher, and they say, “Well I don't know what that means?  Or, how to show you 
that?”   So here is the rubric.  There's an eyeball it tells me that I've seen it in the 
observation, and if you click on here, it pulls up the state description and so it's all 
linked and connected and RANDA says “Here's what it looks like at partially 
proficient.” 
Jack found the explanation provided within the system to be very helpful when clarifying 
information with teachers and for himself.   Stephanie noted, “I feel like I am more 
proficient now since we have had RANDA, and I think maybe just because it's right 
there, you can click and you know what that actually means and how to get more 
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resources.”  Jenny noted that often those resources came in the form of videos or “it gives 
examples and links, to what I feel are lots of good resources sometimes articles, it is 
pretty cool actually.”  Nearly all evaluators mentioned the usefulness of RANDA in their 
evaluation processes and knowledge of how the tool could help them through the process 
through the features it provided.  Of note, all those who referred to the features knew of 
the complete capacity of the program to guide them in their evaluative work, which 
would suggest this was purposeful work on the part of the school district. 
Beyond the use of the RANDA system, evaluators spoke of conversations they 
had in peer-to-peer or leadership meetings.  Stephanie spoke to the leadership 
conversations: “I think we have such a great conversation, like right now we're having a 
conversation about ‘what is rigor?’  How do you show that?  What does that look like 
with staff?  And how are you showing it?”  She felt those kinds of conversations were the 
types of resources she relied upon to grow as an evaluator.  Paul noted the usefulness of 
conversations between the district and he and his assistant principal when talking about 
the focus of their evaluative work for that year: 
We are finding new ways to innovate one of the focuses for this building this year 
has been about innovative processes, whether it is innovative classroom stuff, 
team approaches to working with MTSS data, collaboration with the leadership 
team, whatever it is. Finding ways to do things better because they are beneficial 
for kids, so for us now it is trying to encourage our staff. 





One of our goals is that at least every single [evaluation] meeting sounded and felt 
the same.  Every single pre-observation form and Google form have the same 
questions and the post-op meeting since we did three together feels the same. 
We're asking the same questions. 
Within the Alpine School District, collaborative conversations happened between 
leaders at district meetings and between principals within their own buildings.  This 
purposeful system of collaboration created a shared perception that evaluation was 
important in guiding teacher work.  
Individualized support.  Another professional development opportunity that 
aided evaluators in the Alpine School District was the opportunity to participate in 
professional development outside of the district.  Leo had been most impacted by 
attending a time management training that aided in his ability to prioritize and schedule 
time to observe in classrooms: 
The presentation talked about that you owe it to your profession not to get burned 
out, if your teachers see you spending an exorbitant amount of hours doing your 
job, and you’re dealing with emails from parents or upset teachers over a variety 
of things.  The job does not become appealing and when you get ready to pass 
that baton onto someone else who is going to be there to pick it up.  You need to 
make this job more appealing by setting limits on when to be here, [and] when to 
go home. 
Leo stated the training on time management most impacted how he scheduled his 
time to evaluate.  A second evaluator in the Alpine School District also spoke of outside 
professional development.  Jack attended a training provided by CDE that offered him the 
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chance to learn about the rubric used for the CSMES.  He learned of the research behind 
the standards and found the knowledge he gained “helped me understand the design of 
the rubric what the philosophy and intent was.”  He conceded that knowing this 
information and having the use of an online system with additional resources had helped 
him as an evaluator: “Really having a good understanding I thought was very helpful, and 
I feel because myself and the principal went and the other two AP’s didn't, I feel at 
somewhat more of an advantage having had that foundation.”  Throughout participant 
conversations, the notion that leaders could seek out training in the areas they needed was 
apparent.  
A focus on instruction.  According to the User Guide for evaluators provided by 
the CDE (2015c), the goal of the evaluator was to be able to do the following: 
Accurately identify evidence for the professional practices and for classroom 
teachers to accurately reflect on their teaching and plan for implementation of 
specific practices in their instruction…to support the development of a common 
language by which Colorado school district employees can analyze, reflect, and 
plan instruction. (p. 3) 
Within the Alpine School District, there was a focus on meeting the goal put forth 
by the CDE.  If asked to define the goal put forth by the state, most evaluators might not 
be able to do so word-for-word.  However, when asked how the use of the tool had 
affected how they evaluated, it became clear they were working to help teachers 
implement purposeful practices through analysis and reflection of their work.  All of the 
respondents from Alpine School District discussed instruction as their focus and five of 
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the seven evaluators talked specifically about the conversations they had with teachers as 
a result of the use of this rubric and system as a whole.  Paul found the following: 
One of the things that has been nice about this and that I do enjoy about this 
system is that it does spark for more legitimate and substantive conversations 
around the practice.  Knowing the richness of the conversation is really what it's 
all about because I can check all sorts of things off until the cows come home but 
it's really about the conversations about very specific, detailed teacher practices. 
The thing that I like about the rubric is that it forces those conversations much 
more than previous system.  When the administrator came in and saw the lesson 
and said ,“You did this well,” you could ask a couple different questions, or you 
could have got up and circulated a little bit more, and then he left.  This gives us 
much more specific things to talk about and engage in that professional 
conversation.  
Others, such as Heather, were also able to foster growth in teachers as a result of their 
conversations.  She said she heard teachers say phrases such as “I never thought of that 
and they [the teacher] change(s) it for the next period.”  Heather also said the 
conversations allowed her to “dig a little deeper.” Jenny followed with her comment: 
“We have to ask better questions because we have to know ‘what does this one mean? 
What do I have to know?’”  Jack also supported this notion, stating the CSMES let them 
integrate learning and “push some of those things that we have never pushed before.”  
Through a focus on instruction and a common understanding of the state’s rubric, the 
Alpine School District had created evaluators who knew how to lead teachers to grow 
instructionally and, in turn, the district was meeting the goals the state put forward so 
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teacher and evaluators could be able to “analyze, reflect and plan instruction” (CDE, 
2015c, p. 3).  
The Have Nots 
 Two school districts residing in the same North Central region of Colorado were 
compared to the Alpine School District.  The Birch and Cedar School Districts offered 
very different perspectives on how a district might choose to approach professional 
development of those who evaluated teachers.   In the Alpine School District, the 
superintendent chose to have the director of instruction trained by the CDE so she could 
train all evaluators to evaluate.  Whereas in the Birch and Cedar School Districts, the 
superintendents did not choose to have their assistant superintendents be part of the 
ongoing state-offered training, a choice that resulted in a lack of a systematic approach to 
training administrators to evaluate teachers. 
Within the Birch and Cedar School Districts, a common topic among evaluators 
was a reference to what was not present.  When evaluators were asked about the kind of 
ongoing support systems they had experienced, few were mentioned. Statements became 
more about what they lacked versus what they had.  Lack of resources was identified 
when a category was coded to find statements that supported continuing education on 
CSMES’s initial rollout.  The lack of statements in this category led to a further review of 
the data to determine what was missing in the Birch and Cedar School Districts. 
Tools to do the work.  The state system for tracking evaluations, RANDA, was 
an impactful tool within the Alpine School District.  Leaders used it to track their work 
and used its resources to guide them with consistency and to answer questions about the 
standards within the rubric.  In the Birch School District, RANDA was not available. 
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When speaking with Amanda who had previously worked in a district that had RANDA 
as a resource, she shared her frustration at not having the tool stating, “We don't; we use 
the rubric, we don't use RANDA, and no there's been no training it was fortunate that I 
had one it came with.”  Amanda shared with me that the Birch School District used the 
state’s rubric in an Excel format, which would total the points for each category.  Not 
having access to RANDA and its resources led leaders in Birch School District to 
interpret the rubric individually.  Amanda said she aligned how she evaluated on what 
she knew regarding “theory on best practice” and Tammy said, “I think it goes back to 
when you have someone what gives it to you like some departments that get the 
information and then they share it with school leadership.  That doesn’t happen here so 
you have to go find that information.” 
Just as in the Birch School District, evaluators in the Cedar School District also 
have had to create their own systems despite having access to the use of RANDA to track 
evaluation.  Leaders within the Cedar School District made statements.  Elizabeth said, “I 
just go through the rubric quick, I could be a little bit more valid in my evaluations.” Jade 
commented, “I would love to know what the team who wrote the document envisioned 
because we’re guessing.”  Samantha supported the others stating, “We’ve had to kind of 
modify the rubric…I feel like we shouldn’t have to do that there should be a system in 
place.”  Lack of tools or knowledge to know how to use the tools available to them has 
led leaders to interpret the rubric individually and has left them feeling as though they 
were working alone and not within a districtwide or statewide system. 
Meeting, but not about the work.  According to the Public School 
Accountability Handbook (CDE, 2015d), the State of Colorado has established a system 
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of councils to ensure systems are working as intended by the state.  Each district must 
have an advisory council that is 
required to consult with the school district board or BOCES as to the fairness, 
effectiveness, credibility, and professional quality of the licensed personnel 
performance evaluation system and its processes and procedures. The council 
must evaluate the system on an ongoing basis. (p. 20) 
The requirements for this system existed but according to district leaders in Birch and 
Cedar School Districts, they attended leadership meetings but they did not see them as 
beneficial to the work of evaluation.  Samantha from Cedar School District said the 
meetings were “haphazard” and that they have had “brief conversations about it 
[evaluation] but it has not been in-depth.”  Margo confirmed this: “Every year the district 
pushes out what I’m guessing is the exact same power-point, I’ve never even flipped 
through it other than getting a couple slides off that I want to help explain a few things to 
staff but, that is the only training.” 
Cedar School District appeared to have made attempts to have some training but 
what occurred did not resonate with school leaders and bonded them not on the focus of 
the district but on the lack of focus.  Within the Birch School District, statements from 
evaluators would suggest little to no attempt was made to further understanding of the 
CSMES.  Jessica confirmed she had “not received any additional training from my 
district since my initial training” and Amanda and Amy also discussed that although they 
attended the leadership meetings, they too had not experienced any additional training or 
guidance on the use of or consistency with the CSMES. 
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 As school leaders from both districts reflected on what they do know about 
evaluation, the following two consistent sub-themes resonated with school leaders’ 
responses: their reliance on prior experience and recalling training from classes they had 
taken while completing their principal programs.  Within the Birch School District, two 
of three administrators discussed the in-depth experiences they had had in their prior 
school districts and how that shaped their current practices.  Rachel shared that in her 
prior district, evaluation was “around what areas we were targeting as a district” and that 
some schools had hired “Marzano…so some principals had him come to work 
specifically with their staff, so I was looking for those key indicators to be present 
because that was what was being focused on in their buildings.”  Amy shared that in her 
prior district, they had “a lot of training” and “we had people who gave us those trainings 
in terms of instruction were expected to be instructional leaders.”  She closed her 
statement with the fact that she was “thankful for that [experience].”  Throughout the 
Cedar School District, only one of the eight principals had prior experience in another 
district.  Henry, like Rachael and Amy, spoke highly of the work done in his prior 
district.  For the remaining seven, however, some relied on college level classes and 
others on the one initial training provided by the state years before to guide their 
work.  Carrie said: 
Then when I went into (my last school) I didn't get any training and (the principal) 
wanted me to evaluate everybody my first year.  She said you're going to evaluate 
everybody and so I went in and did evaluations based on what I've learned 
through my classes.  
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In Cedar School District, Liam and Jade also discussed reaching back to the knowledge 
gained in their principal licensure program.  Ultimately, principals from both school 
districts had not been given any set places to gain the knowledge they were seeking nor 
had they been given training to guide their evaluative practice so they relied on 
themselves to interpret the rubric as they saw fit.  Although the principals had meetings, 
the meetings had not established a common vision or direction for evaluation and had left 
the principals to determine how evaluation should look on their own. 
 An issue of consistency.  Lack of consistency across evaluators was discussed by 
nearly all of the 11 respondents from Birch and Cedar School Districts.  The majority of 
school principals were aware of what they were lacking and what they needed to evaluate 
well.  Comments from Cedar School District leaders echoed loudly on this topic. Liam 
stated: 
When there's not that support you can see how administrators in a building or 
even a team can have issues trying to figure out the proper processes when it 
comes to a confirmation of a teacher and what you can and can't do with 
confidence.  
Henry added, “There are still important things to know, there's some of those types of 
things I think I'd like more training on but I don't feel like as a district that we've done 
anything.”  Samantha said, “We need it [training] and support and it's not that I feel like 
we're not supporting teachers but I don't think as a system we're consistent.” Evaluators 
from Birch School District were not as explicit but still conceded a lack of consistency 
existed in their school district.  Jessica noted, “I think as a teacher with many years of 
experience, you rely on that a great deal when using the Colorado State Model Evaluation 
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System.”  Amy followed in kind by explaining, “We don't have a curriculum department 
here, and it's just that it is a small district so you have to do a lot of the work 
yourself.”  The significance of a lack of consistency appeared in the comments that 
followed on areas leaders desired more guidance.  Many leaders including Jade, Amy, 
Carrie, and Samantha commented on how they wished they knew how to guide teachers 
and students to success.  Jade said she would like “actual practices that are going to help 
schools and help kids instead of a very long checklist of things”.  Carrie commented, “I 
would love to grow, I would love to learn more about the evaluation process so that I can 
give them [teachers] valuable feedback.”  For both the Birch and Cedar School Districts, 
a clear desire for support existed within the administrative teams.  Some principals stated 
explicitly what they would like because they had experienced success and support in past 
districts and they knew what they were missing and would like to have it again.  Yet 
others appeared to not even know what they did not have but they acknowledged their 
understanding of evaluation was not clear.  In the end, each relied upon past knowledge 
or experience to guide them in their current practice—a practice that was inconsistent 
from one person to another within the districts and across all levels.  
Summary 
This chapter reported the findings surrounding Colorado principals’ perceptions 
of the professional development they had experienced within the district where they were 
employed.  Commonalities and differences occurred across all three districts but findings 
suggested principals in the Alpine School District had a different experience with regard 
to using the CSMES than those in either the Birch or Cedar School Districts.  Chapter V 










DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS,  
AND CONCLUSION 
 
During an age of greater educational accountability, evaluating success for 
students, teachers and administrators continues to be a focus of the U.S. educational 
system.  Among the largest factors of influence in recent history has been Race to the 
Top (RTTT) and No Child Left Behind, which have affected how teachers are licensed 
and evaluated (Woulfin, Donaldson, & Gonzales, 2016).  As school districts and their 
leaders navigate how to implement the policies passed by legislators, their “perceptions” 
and “experience” affect how policies are implemented (Derrington & Campbell, 2018, p. 
246).  According to Spillane et al. (2002), when school leaders do not know how to 
execute the demands of the policy, they then interpret them based on the knowledge they 
have and how they make sense of it.  As a result, school leaders have a large impact on 
the success or lack thereof of the implementation of policy (Derrington & Campbell, 
2018, p. 246). 
In seeking to further understand how a district could affect the perceptions of 
school administrators with regard to the implementation of state level policy change 
concerning teacher evaluation, this study looked at the professional development 
experiences of evaluators from three school districts.  Seven evaluators were from the 
Alpine School District, which has a director who was trained to teach evaluators to use 
the CSMES.  Eleven others were from the Birch and Cedar School Districts, which have 
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assistant superintendents who had not taken part in the same training.  This study 
examined the following research question:  
Q1 What variations exist in the professional development on the Colorado 
State Model Evaluation System for evaluators in one district that employs 
a trainer certified by the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) and 
evaluators in other districts that do not employ a CDE approved trainer? 
 
Summary of Findings 
 Findings from this study were supported by current research on effective 
professional development practices for educators (Desimone, 2009; Keith, 2011; Salazar, 
2007; Spanneut et al., 2012).  Research continues to emerge from all the states that 
changed their evaluation practices as a result of RTTT.  This study might add to that base 
of research by providing a look at how training could affect both district and principal 
actions.  The findings of this study were consistent with research on the qualities of 
effective professional development (Desimone, 2009).  Findings also aligned with what 
research said would happen if there was a lack of direction with regard to policy 
implementation—leaders would imply the intent of the policy versus understand its 
purpose (Derrington & Campbell, 2018; Spillane et al., 2002; Torres et al., 2008).  
Findings were limited to Colorado and might not be applicable to other states but 
could contribute to the base of research on professional development of those who 
evaluate teachers.  
Through conducting interviews of school district administrators who evaluate 
teachers within three school districts in a Colorado region, data were gathered and 
analyzed as independent cases and across cases to determine common trends among 
participants’ answers.  Through open and axial coding themes developed surrounding the 
research question with regard to the kind of variation that existed among the districts who 
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had a trained trainer and those that do not.  In the Alpine School District, principals and 
assistant principals spoke openly about the trainings they had experienced both in their 
district level meetings but also within their own teams.  School leaders shared how the 
changing system of evaluation from past systems to the CSMES had affected the work 
they did now and how they had learned to use the current system.  Whereas in the Birch 
and Cedar School Districts, leaders were left feeling isolated and they defined terms and 
made evaluative judgements independently and apart from the system.  To further 
understand why this occurred, the experiences of district leaders were compared to 
Desimone’s (2009) five core features of professional development.  
Desimone’s Five Core Features of  
Professional Development 
 Desimone’s (2009) foundational study on the core features of professional 
development stated that in order for professional development to affect practice, it must 
be content focused, incorporate active learning, have coherence, exist over a duration of 
time, and have collective participation between those being trained.  In seeking to further 
understand the responses of those interviewed, the data were examined in relation to the 
work of Desimone’s study.  A definition of each core feature is provided in this chapter 
and connected to how principals within the three districts experienced that element of 
professional development. 
Content focused.  Content focus was defined by Desimone (2009) as a specific 
focus on a subject matter.  For the purposes of this study, that subject matter was the 
CSMES and more specifically the elements of the rubric within the Colorado state 
system.  The Alpine School District connected their professional development of 
evaluators to the CSMES.  Leaders spoke often of training and discussion on specific 
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elements of the educator evaluation rubric and the guidance they received from the 
district and each other in furthering their understandings.  Additionally, as interviews 
with leaders from this district occurred over a time between one semester and the next, 
consistency around use and definition of terms within the rubric remained the focus of the 
district to guide conversations on evaluation.  
 In contrast, the responses from evaluators within Birch and Cedar School Districts 
showed they lacked content-focused guidance from their district.  Cedar School District 
principals spoke to having had random discussions pushed out by the district that 
occurred in isolation and were brief.  None of the principals felt the topics discussed had 
any relation to the work they did while they evaluated.  Furthermore, when speaking with 
the assistant principals from these districts, they appeared to be even more disconnected 
from the conversation, nearly all saying they never had discussions on evaluation and 
they relied upon past experiences to guide their current evaluation methods.  A content 
focus on the processes of the CSMES and efforts to have common understandings of 
terms was lacking from both the Birch and Cedar School Districts.  
 Active learning.  According to Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and Yoon 
(2001), if someone is actively engaged in professional development, they are having 
“meaningful discussion, planning, and practice(ing)” (p. 925).  As one of the key tenants 
of Desimone’s (2009) core features of professional development, active learning could be 
seen throughout the experiences of those within the Alpine School District.  Under the 
tenet of active learning, evaluators shared examples of frequent opportunities for 
meaningful discussion from the use of online learning tools, both through email and 
Canvas, to shared conversations held in district leadership meetings, in building 
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meetings, and at summer leadership retreats.  Evaluators shared that they were 
encouraged to question the CSMES rubric, discuss with each other how they defined the 
terms, and to come up with common understandings.  Additionally, based on testimony 
from the school principals, it was apparent the Alpine School District intentionally 
planned how the discussions would occur; they were not left to chance but embedded 
within meetings with regular occurrence.  As a result, principals shared how they were 
practicing how to apply the terms within the CSMES rubric when having discussions 
with teachers to guide teacher practice.  This purposeful practice did not go unnoticed as 
an essential element for change.  Desimone suggested that if the core principles were 
applied to professional development, they then led to “increased knowledge and skills,” 
which in turn impacted a “change in instruction” and “improved student learning” (p. 
185).  The ability to impact a teacher’s instructional practice and student learning are the 
basis for the RTTT movement and in turn the CSMES.  
 When looking at the Have Nots, i.e., the principals and assistant principals who 
evaluated within the Birch and Cedar School Districts shared they too attended leadership 
meetings, received emails, and had in-building discussions.  The differences existed not 
in that these occurred but in how district leaders above the school principals guided the 
work.  Principals from these two districts shared that emails and discussions were random 
and if they did occur, they were not connected to any learning that could be taken back to 
the building.  Leaders in both school districts also shared that emails were sent out with 
guidance as to what box must be checked for compliance or when the deadline to submit 
information was to occur.  Among the most compelling differences between the Haves 
and Have Nots were the differences in understandings between school principals and 
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assistant principals.  Leaders in the Alpine School District all contributed to the saturation 
of the data set by sharing similar responses in “what” and “how” they had learned to use 
the CSMES.  Whereas in the Birch and Cedar School Districts, the principal and assistant 
principal experiences appeared to be different—not better or worse but clearly different.  
Principals acknowledged discussions were had but that they were random; however, 
assistant principals often had never had any additional training, having only had what 
they had experienced from the state years before or within their principal coursework.  
Principals and assistant principals often also differed on the discussions had between in 
school teams; only one assistant principal of the 11 from the two districts indicated she 
and her team had a common understanding of how to apply each element of the rubric 
and work had been guided by her principal outside of a district directive.  Unfortunately 
for the school leaders from the Birch and Cedar School Districts, the elements of active 
learning did not exist within their professional development and it was left to school 
leaders to work independently to define the CSMES rubric.  
 Coherence.  As stated by Desimone (2009), coherence could be applied in two 
different ways with regard to professional development: (a) the focus of learning 
consistent with one’s knowledge and (b) how consistent what was taught was in relation 
to the state reform or district policy.  The application of coherence identified within this 
study related to the second understanding of the term.  The Educator Effectiveness Act 
(Colorado Senate, 2010) defined the purposes of evaluation as follows:  
Serve as a basis for the improvement of instruction; to enhance implementation 
programs of curriculum; to measure professional growth and development of 
licensed personnel; to evaluate the level of performance based on effectiveness of 
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licensed personnel; and to provide a basis for making decisions in the area of 
hiring, compensation, promotion, assignment, professional development, earning 
and retaining non-probationary status, dismissal, and nonrenewal of contract. (p. 
2)  
When considering these purposes, the primary target for professional development 
would be the first purpose—to serve as a basis for improvement of instruction— 
because a connection could then be made by evaluators to practice: if school 
evaluators understood instruction and how to improve it, they could then achieve the 
other purposes such as to evaluate the level of effectiveness and be able to make 
retention decisions.  
 Findings from the study suggested the Alpine school district had focused on 
improvement of instruction.  School leaders reported that they met as administration 
twice a month, that district leaders did “push-outs and reminders” on key ideas to be 
focused on, and that conversations were shared through district level leadership 
meetings and then brought back to assistant principals to retain consistency.  School 
leaders in the Alpine School District also noted their evaluation work was guided by 
conversations held in those meetings.  They shared they discussed topics such as rigor 
and what feedback looked like from standard to standard.  Leaders talked often of 
collegial conversations that guided their work and also the richness of the 
conversations they had with teachers as a result of using the CSMES.  It can be 
concluded that within the Alpine School District, there was a degree of coherence 
connecting the focus from Colorado’s stated purpose for evaluation and work being 
done by the school district.  From the responses of participants, it was clear school 
92 
 
leaders within the Alpine School District were being taught how to improve instruction 
by having common understandings of how to guide instruction using the educator 
effectiveness rubric.  
 As seen in earlier comparisons, the area of coherence for the Birch and Cedar 
School Districts did not appear to align with the purposes of the CSMES.  School 
leaders discussed having rich conversations with those they evaluated but none spoke 
of any common conversation or learning from the district that led to those 
conversations.  Leaders shared that what facilitated those conversations were the 
learning they had of evaluation from prior districts or the programs that taught them to 
be school leaders.  Of the 11 interviewed from the two school districts interviewed, 
only one (Margo) discussed having had conversations about evaluation with her team 
to calibrate within their school.  All were conscientious leaders who cared deeply 
about their staff and their own effectiveness. Most discussed wanting more support and 
sought to have conversations with others in similar positions.  School principals within 
the Birch and Cedar School Districts appeared to lack coherence among their school 
leaders’ understandings of the purposes of the tool as it was intended to be used by the 
State of Colorado.  By not creating a common message of how to improve 
instructional practice of teachers, school principals were left at a disadvantage in 
knowledge base when compared with the Alpine School District.  Interestingly, it was 
only in conversations with some like Amy or Henry who had come from other districts 
that had a strong system like that in Alpine who knew what they now lacked and 
wished for that kind of support in their new systems.  
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 Duration.  In a recent article, Desimone and Pak (2017) defined duration as 
“PD activities that are ongoing throughout the school year and include 20 hours or more 
of contact time” (p. 5).  Her research suggested that without a significant number of hours 
and follow up, the impact of the professional development was not as effective.  The 
duration or the recorded hours of targeted professional development differences existed 
not in the time spent meeting but in the idea of training being “targeted.”  No leaders 
from any of the districts suggested they were accounting for a specific amount of time 
within their trainings.  Statements from Alpine School District leaders would suggest the 
content focus and coherence within the system were more of a focus than tracked time. 
Although content and coherence were more prevalent in the minds of Alpine’s principals, 
many talked of the time they spent in leadership meetings, using district provided 
resources (RANDA and Canvas), and time spent in collegial conversations.  A more 
specific tracking of this time would need to be done to prove the district met the needed 
time for the element of duration.  The Birch and Cedar School District school principals 
spoke of having regularly scheduled principal meetings but very little time and no regular 
pattern of professional development in their district or administration meetings were 
focused on the CSMES.  Evidence suggested little to no duration on a targeted topic 
existed.  
 Collective participation.  The notion of collective participation is to plan for 
guided discourse on a given topic in order to create common understandings and 
expectations among the group (Desimone & Pak, 2017).  Purposeful planning of 
discourse was apparent within the Alpine School District.  All leaders talked of 
frequent, guided conversations in leadership meetings and with peers.  Additionally, 
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some leaders like Jenny, Stephanie, and Heather talked of specific topics discussed in 
order to create common understandings of how terms were defined or applied to 
educator evaluation.  
 When looking at the definition of collective participation and comparing it to 
evaluator responses in the Birch and Cedar School Districts with regard to what school 
principals experienced, the most purposeful training they had was the initial roll out 
from the state of Colorado.  This training was provided by the CDE and was given to 
all districts using the tool. The CDE created a shared understanding of what the tool 
was and how it might be applied; however, responses from participants suggested it 
lacked specifics of terms.  Since then, those who evaluated teachers within the Birch 
and Cedar School Districts have been waiting for the specifics to be defined for them. 
Many participants (Amy, Elizabeth, Jeff, Henry, and Margo) stated that attempts had 
been made to have some collective conversations but they were random and much 
more in alignment with drive-by professional development that did not have a common 
thread from one meeting to another.  As a result, evaluators felt none of what they had 
learned or discussed in those meetings affected the work they did when evaluating 
staff.  
When comparing the themes of the three districts to Desimone’s (2009) 
foundational study of what constitutes strong professional development, it could be 
concluded the Alpine School District met the majority of the categories and with 
further research, the element of duration could be tracked to potentially prove the work 
of the district level administration was being developed in a purposeful way to guide 
building level principals in their work.  In contrast, both the Birch and Cedar School 
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districts did not meet any of the qualifying elements of strong professional 
development.  The lack of focus left building leaders to determine what they thought 
each element of the educator effectiveness rubric meant.  
 Research has shown that school principals have a critical role in the 
implementation of state policies especially with regard to educator evaluation (Reid, 
2017).  When school principals and assistant principals are not given guidance 
regularly as to how to interpret policy, they are left to interpret it on their own.  As 
findings have shown, the principals in the study came with an array of experiences 
before entering their role.  Such varied experiences left some principals and assistant 
principals comfortable in the role of instructional leader and left others wondering if 
they were evaluating and guiding teachers in the right way.  The state of Colorado, like 
other states, requires only a three-year minimum of instruction before entering into a 
principalship, which is often not enough time to become a master level teacher.  Thus, 
if the purpose of the CSMES is to “serve as a basis for the improvement of instruction,” 
it is essential to put in place professional development that helps school principals and 
assistant principals to “make sense” of the tools that result from the policy  (Colorado 
Senate, 2010, p. 2).   
Recommendations 
 
 Findings from this study suggested a need for training of district level 
administrators on the purposes of the CSMES.  By having a trained trainer who 
developed a system for professional development, the Alpine School District was able to 
develop a plan to teach their administrators to have common understandings of the 
educator effectiveness rubric across their system.  These findings were restricted to three 
96 
 
school districts and were unique to Colorado as the system that was implemented in 
relation to training a trainer was voluntary within the state.  Research supported providing 
strong professional development to school principals and aiding them in being able to 
guide teachers instructionally (Keith, 2011).  This research study showed the system 
created by the Alpine School District met four of the five elements of Desimone’s (2009) 
core features of professional development: content focus, active learning, coherence, and 
collective participation.  Whereas in the two school districts who did not have a district 
level administrator trained by the CDE, none of the core features of professional 
development were met.  During the time of this study, the free three-day training and 
follow-up guidance to be a trained trainer was only taken by one district level 
administrator in the North Central region of Colorado.  By promoting the trained trainer 
program or requirement of districts to send a representative to trainings like the one in 
which the Alpine School District administrator participated, state policy makers could 
affect how policies are implemented in school districts.  At the time of this study, 161 
school districts participated in the use of the CSMES but only eight school districts had a 
trained trainer.  If even through virtual means, training should be provided and required 
of all districts using the CSMES.  Additionally, policy makers need to set aside the 
funding and time necessary for school leaders who evaluate to be trained regularly on 
how to utilize the tool state legislation says they must use.  One initial training was not 
enough for the majority of the evaluators who were interviewed as they longed for more 
training that never came. 
The gap between policy makers and those who work at the state level who would 
train the 161 district leaders is not that great.  What might be an even bigger ask is that a 
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district level official who becomes the trained trainer needs to acknowledge and prioritize 
the need for training for their school level principals and assistant principals.  Finally, 
once a clear understanding of the purpose of the CSMES (to improve instruction) is 
shared among those who evaluate throughout the State of Colorado, school leaders could 
begin to then hone in on common practices needed to improve teacher practice, which is 




 While most of previous research focused on evaluating and developing teachers, 
much remains to be explored on how leaders develop the skills necessary to do the 
evaluative work with teachers (Grissom & Harrington, 2010, p. 583).  Grissom and 
Harrington (2010) noted that the stronger a principal was, the better their school would 
perform; however, much of the knowledge surrounding how principals acquired the skills 
needed to be effective was limited (p. 585).  This study considered how principals 
acquired the skills they used to evaluate teachers but the findings only considered a small 
population of principals across the state.  Further studies specifically focused on 
principals and the professional development they received would add to the body of 
research.  Through the use of Desimone’s (2009) principles of professional development, 
a quantitative or qualitative study could be developed and applied to any state that has 
implemented teacher evaluation systems statewide.  By expanding upon a study that adds 
to the base of research on how principals are trained to acquire new skills, researchers 
might also gain further understanding on another key area: how district office personnel 
are guided in leading their district leaders.  
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Derrington and Campbell (2018) stated studies need to be completed on how 
imposed policy affects leaders “if authentic improvement and effective implementation 
are to be realized” (p. 571).  Further research on the expertise and practice of those who 
work in school district central offices as to how they developed the professional 
development planning of school evaluators is greatly needed.  Little research could be 
found on the expertise and training of those who developed professional development 
opportunities for school leaders.  A known factor within this study was the Alpine School 
District had a trainer who was trained by the State of Colorado to train evaluators to 
evaluate.  Findings suggested that being trained might have affected how the trainer 
guided her evaluators in learning to use and the continued implementation of the CSMES. 
Principals and assistant principals within the Alpine School District talked of the person 
in charge of training them as often guiding their work and the resources they had to know 
about how to evaluate.  Tingle, Corrales, and Peters (2019) noted the relationship 
between the central office and school leaders was what enabled “strategic operations” and 
allowed for improved student success and an alignment between the district focus and the 
schools’ focus.  If research could seek to find further examples of strategic operations 
that guide the work of school principals, such studies might be pivotal in creating a 
standard of how work should be done.  Research, be it qualitative or quantitative, could 
truly affect change in small and large school district systems by being able to create and 
sustain purposeful professional development for school leaders. 
 Additionally, as state model evaluation systems around the country continue to be 
perfected, research on how principals decipher the meaning of the evaluation rubric 
components and how closely those are related to the intended meaning of the tool could 
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also be a future consideration for research.  If policy is not taught explicitly, it is then 
interpreted based on one’s current knowledge (Spillane et al., 2002).  Future research 
could determine how closely one’s current knowledge of the Educator Effectiveness 
Rubric is in relation to how the terms within it are defined.  If such a study was 
completed, it would add to a greater understanding of how in-depth professional 
development experiences would need to be for current and future principals.  Some of the 
principals within the study desperately wanted additional training.  Principals from all 
three districts spoke to wanting to know how others defined the terms of the rubric and 
what processes looked like in other districts.  Future research would also help to gain a 
greater understanding of how much variation exists among school principals in how they 
apply the evaluation rubric.  Ultimately, when the power of a tool such as the CSMES 
could remove a teacher’s tenure and be the justifying force for non-renewal of a contract, 
it would seem research on how those who use the tool and tools like it across the United 
States is essential.  If a teacher could expect to be evaluated consistently from one 
principal to another and from one school district to another, systems like the CSMES 
might create the consistency intended; the only way to know if such consistency exists is 
through the power of further research.  
Conclusion 
 Schools, district level leaders, principals, teachers, and students form a complex 
web of inter-connected layers that are bound by fine filaments.  At the center of the work 
lies the students and the desire to make them the best and the brightest generation yet. 
However, the work is complex like the ever-changing students who drive it.  Thus, it is 
through research that the field of education can continue to be perfected.  This study 
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sought to add a small piece to the base of understanding of what is necessary to make 
school leaders stronger.  The findings determined here suggested those who design the 
professional development for school leaders could influence how they understand the 
process of teacher evaluation.  Thus, if policy change is to truly affect the work within 
schools, it must be guided by district leaders and not left to school principals to interpret 
because a good leader does make a difference. 
Epilogue 
 Since the start of this study in 2015, much research has been published on the use, 
success, interpretation, and impact of state-mandated educator effectiveness rubrics that 
resulted from RTTT legislation.  Some of the most recent research supports that 
principals are struggling to implement evaluation policies that have come about in the 
past 10 years.  In a 2020 study by Reid, the author noted that middle level leader 
principals struggle to find balance between the relationships they have with teachers and 
what they are being told to do by their superiors.  Reid found principals preferred to 
support teachers over critiquing them.  In addition, a study by the National Council on 
Teacher Quality (Walsh, Joseph, Lubell, & Lakis, 2017) found initial ratings for teachers 
were not much different than those prior to 2009.  Teacher rating and students test scores 
did not correlate and the change that RTTT intended to bring left districts “running in 
place” (Walsh et al., 2017, p. 2).  Walsh et al. (2017) further stated:  
Teachers and students are not well served when a teacher is rated effective or 
higher even though her students have not made sufficient gains in their learning 
over the course of a school year. In these cases, a teacher should be rated as less 
101 
 
than effective, signaling to her principal and evaluators that she needs specific 
support and development. (p. 4) 
Principals must be able to identify the need of a teacher that would result in student 
growth and provide specific support necessary to help teachers help their students. 
Lillejord and Børte (2020) analyzed 73 studies that researched the relationship between 
school leaders and teacher evaluation and found that “despite the stated importance of 
school leaders in teacher evaluation, studies reveal a gap between what researchers claim 
school leaders (ideally) should do and what they (actually) do” (p. 281).  These 
researchers further contended the purpose of teacher evaluation is not clear for principals 
and assistant principals because the policies they are tasked with implementing are “built 
on assumptions about competences, skills, capacities and infrastructures that are unevenly 
distributed and poorly developed in schools” (Lillejord & Børte, 2020, p. 286).  Daniëls, 
Hondeghem, and Dochy (2019) analyzed 75 studies that focused on leadership theory, 
characteristics of effective school leadership, and professional development of school 
leaders.  Specific to the professional development of principals and assistant principals, 
their findings concluded current research is “vague” and only a small number of studies 
still exist.  Most importantly, these researchers reported that the majority of the research 
that does exist is self-reported by school leaders and relies on how they perceived the 
professional development.  In the end and much like the conclusions of this study, 
Daniëls et al. found little research exists on professional development techniques and that 
“substantial research considering transfer of professional development activities and 
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Purpose and Description: The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological case study is 
to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of public school evaluators and 
the training they have received to use the Colorado State Model Evaluation System. With 
the full implementation of the Colorado State Model Evaluation System last year, I 
believe there is a need to further understand how evaluators have come to learn about the 
evaluation system utilized by the state of Colorado. I am examining the training that 
evaluators have received in order to use the system and how closely the understandings of 
one evaluator is to another. 
 
Based on your role as an evaluator in a school district which uses the Colorado State 
Model Evaluation System, you meet the research criteria to be a participant in my 
phenomenological study. You are being asked to participate in an interview that will last 
approximately one-hour in a location of your choice.  You will be asked 12-15 general 
questions about your experiences with the Colorado State Model Evaluation System. In 
addition to the prescribed questions, there may be clarifying or follow-up questions asked 
based on your individual responses. The interview will be recorded using an audio digital 
recorder. 
 
I hope to interview the central office person who oversees educator evaluation training, 
principals, assistant principals, and any other individuals who evaluate teachers in a 
manner which contributes to their overall evaluation rating. Prospective participants will 
be informed of the purpose and structure of the study and asked to sign a voluntary 
consent form if they agree to participate. Individuals can decide to not participate or stop 
participation at any time during the study, as well. 
 
I will take every precaution to protect your identity and to maintain the confidentiality of 
your responses.  I will assign a pseudonym to each participant and each school.  Only I 
will know the name connected with each pseudonym and only pseudonyms will be used 
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when data is reported.  Data collected and analyzed for this study will be stored on a 
password protected computer and consent forms will be in a locked cabinet in the 
researcher advisor’s office for three years and will only be accessible to the researchers 
and research advisor. 
 
Potential risks in this project are minimal and do not present any risks beyond a normal 
educational work activity.  I will make sure that you are comfortable before we begin the 
interview.  In addition, you may choose to stop the interview at any time. Upon 
completion of the study, you will be given a brief summary of the general findings upon 
request.   
 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you 
begin participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision 
will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, 
please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form 
will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your 
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact the Office of Sponsored 




         
Subject’s Signature    Date 
 
         




























1. Tell me about your experience working in education thus far? 
2. How long have you been in administration? 
3. Since you have been in administration what school districts have you worked in? 
4. How long have you been using the CSMES? 
5. What training did you receive on the CSMES? 
6. Can you describe the process by which you were trained to use the evaluation tool? 
7. Are there any other tools you use or have used to learn about and guide your practice on 
the CSMES? 
8. How has the training your received guided your evaluation practices? 
9. Do you feel as though you need more training, have had adequate training or have had 
more than is necessary to effectively evaluate teachers? 
10. How has the CSMES changed how you evaluate teachers from your past practices? 
11. What are your impressions of the CSMES? 
12. What challenges have you faced using the CSMES? 
13. What benefits can you see from using the CSMES? 
14. What kind of training do you think is necessary to improve upon current evaluation 
practices? 
 
 
 
